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This thesis offers a re-examination of the nearly two-centuries-old idea that Jane Austen is 
µWKHQRYHOLVWRIKRPH¶+RZLWDVNVFDQZHUHFRQFLOHWKHVHHPLQJO\RSSRVLQJQRWLRQVRI
$XVWHQ¶VIDPHGLQVXODUIRFXVRQGRPHVWLFOLIHZLWKLWVFRUUHVSRQGLQJUHVWUDLQWVXSRQZRPHQ
and her clearly non-conservative gender politics?  
In depicting the lives of young women, Austen by and large excludes matters which 
ZHUHGHHPHGµXQIHPLQLQH¶RUEHORQJLQJWRWKHSXEOLFDQGµPDVFXOLQH¶ZRUOGIURPKHUILFWLRQ
Topics such as sexuality and politics might then be considered silences in her novels. This 
DSSDUHQWUHIXVDOWRGLVFXVVWKHVHVXEMHFWVZDVQRWKRZHYHUDVLJQRI$XVWHQ¶VHQGRUVHPHQW
of the ideal of withdrawn and private female life set out within conservative conduct 
literature. Instead, I argue, in her isolated focus on domesticity Austen provides forensic 
studies of the conditions of home life for middle-class women and their psychological impact. 
Her silences, therefore, are tools used to recreate the state of disconnection in which women 
exist under the influence of contemporary domestic ideology. In each of her novels, Austen 
criticises that confinement to, and an education that prepares women for, a life solely in the 
domestic realm harmfully limits the scope of their knowledge, development and ultimately 
selfhood. 
Offering a theorisation of domesticity that develops over the course of her career, 
Austen set herself apart from her forerunners and contemporaries in domestic fiction. In 
adapting the novel according to this enterprise of reconceiving domesticity, Austen moreover 
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0LVV$XVWHQ>«@ZLWKFRPELQHGEROGQHVVDQGmodesty, struck into a path of her own, 
of which she remains, to this day, the undisputed mistress. The truth, spirit, ease, and 
refined humour of her conversations have rarely been equalled. She is, emphatically, 
the novelist of home. 
7KH(GLWRURIµ7KH6WDQGDUG1RYHOV¶µ0HPRLURI0LVV$XVWHQ¶ (1833)1 
 
If Jane Austen suffered in any way from her circumstances it was in the narrowness of 
life that was imposed upon her. It was impossible for a woman to go about alone. She 
never travelled; she never drove through London in an omnibus or had luncheon in a 
shop by herself. But perhaps it was the nature of Jane Austen not to want what she 
had not. Her gift and her circumstances matched each other completely. But I doubt 
whether that was true of Charlotte Brontë, I said, opening Jane Eyre and laying it 
beside Pride and Prejudice. 
Virginia Woolf, $5RRPRI2QH¶V2ZQ (1929)2 
 










                                                          
1
 7KH(GLWRURIµ7KH6WDQGDUG1RYHOV¶µ0HPRLURI0LVV$XVWHQ¶LQA Memoir of Jane Austen and other Family 
Recollections, ed. by Kathryn Sutherland (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 145-54 (p. 154). This quotation 
comes from, as SutherlanGQRWHVµ>D@QHGLWRULDOSDUDJUDSKLVVXHGIURP%HQWOH\¶VRIILFHDQG>LV@QRWVWULFWO\SDUWRI+HQU\
$XVWHQ¶Vµ0HPRLU¶¶S 
2
 Virginia Woolf, $5RRPRI2QH¶V2ZQDQG7KUHH*XLQHDV(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), p. 51. 
3
 +HQU\$XVWHQµ0HPRLURI0LVV$XVWHQ¶LQA Memoir of Jane Austen and other Family Recollections, ed. by 





comments imply other justifications for the title, however. In particular, in discussing her 
DUWLVWLFDFKLHYHPHQWWKHHGLWRUGHVFULEHV$XVWHQDVDµPLVWUHVV¶± a word Austen herself most 
often used to mean a female head of a household4 ± DQGKHUILFWLRQDOLQQRYDWLRQDVµDSDWK¶
Here, he conflates the language of authorship with that of domesticity in order to create the 
VHQVHWKDWWKHUHLVDGLVWLQFWµKRPHOLQHVV¶WR$XVWHQDVDZULWHU7his description builds on the 
overall impression of Austen created by her brother. Henry Austen provides scant detail of 
hLVVLVWHU¶V life, but what he shares serves to cultivate an idea of her as withdrawn and 
willingly homebound. With an aversion to liteUDU\SURIHVVLRQDOLVPKHFODLPVµVKHVHQWKHU
QRYHOVLQWRWKHZRUOG¶IURPWKHVDIHW\RI&KDZWRQFRWWDJH5 Austen, he strongly implies, was 
a domestic figure first, and an author second. 
%XWLIWKHHGLWRURIWKHµ6WDQGDUG1RYHOV¶LGHQWLILHV$XVWHQDVWKHµQRYHOLVWRIKRPH¶
he does not entirely pin down his term. This designation has, nevertheless, undoubtedly had 
its influence. Subsequent readers and critics have since sought to define Austen¶VUHODWLRQVKLS
to the domestic in starkly different ways. A century later Virginia Woolf, for instance, was to 
confirm the notion that Austen and her works might best be understood under the banner of 
µKRPH¶:ULWLQJLQ$5RRPRI2QH¶V2ZQ(1929) Woolf initially conjectures that Austen may 
KDYHµVXIIHUHG¶RZLQJ to her restricted domestic lifestyle. She decides, however, that the 
DXWKRUZDVOLNHO\WRKDYHDFFHSWHGKHUORWDQGWKDWµ>K@HUJLIWDQGKHUFLUFXPVWDQFHVPDWFKHG
HDFKRWKHUFRPSOHWHO\¶/LNHSense and Sensibility¶VHGLWRUVKHDVVHUWVWKDWDOWKRXJKRWKHU 
female authors might have functioned creatively under similar restraints, Austen was 
somehow uniquely suited to writing about the domestic sphere she inhabited. For Woolf, she 
                                                          
4
 For instance, Emma Woodhouse says: µ,EHOLHYHIHZPDUULHGZRPHQDUHKDOIDVPXFKPLVWUHVVRIWKHLUKXVEDQG¶VKRXVHDV
,DPRI+DUWILHOG¶-DQH$XVWHQEmma (1815) (London: Penguin Books, 2009), p. 82. Early in Sense and Sensibility (1811), 
$XVWHQZULWHVµ0UV-RKQ'DVKZRRGQRZLQVWDOOHGKHUVHOIPLVWUHVVRI1RUODQG¶-DQH$XVWHQSense and Sensibility (1811) 










LVµWKHnovelist RIKRPH¶QRWRQO\WKURXJKFLUFXPVWDQFHEXWRZLQJWRVRPHWKLQJ essential in 
KHUµQDWXUH¶ 
The various associations of Austen and home have cast a long shadow over 
scholarship on her novels and remain palpable in the popular reception of the author in the 
year of the bicentenary of her death. Over the past two centuries the dual assumptions that 
Austen relished her homebound existence and only wrote about domestic matters have been 
at the heart of the consensus surrounding her conservativism. In the last few decades critics 
have increasingly challenged the Austen-as-conservative argument, frequently by showing 
WKDWKHULQWHUHVWVH[WHQGEH\RQGWKDWZKLFKIDOOVZLWKLQIHPLQLQHGRPHVWLFLW\-DQLQH%DUFKDV¶
Matters of Fact in Jane Austen: History, Location, and Celebrity (2012), for example, argues 
that far from being insuODULQIRFXV$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOVDUHULFKO\LQWHUZRYHQZLWKRIWHQ
scandalous references to history and celebrity.6 0RUHFRQWURYHUVLDOO\+HOHQD.HOO\¶VUHFHQW
book Jane Austen, the Secret Radical (2016) makes a case for a politically engaged and 
subversive Austen.7 Yet despite these compelling efforts, scholars have been unable fully to 
divorce Austen from the home as the primary framework within which to understand her and 
the fiction. Indeed, in 2017, the association of Austen and the home has never been more 
culturally entrenched. Historian Lucy Worsley has recently published a book entitled Jane 
Austen at Home (2017), a biographical study that seeks to understand Austen through the lens 
of the places she inhabited.8 From September of this year, Austen will also feature on the ten-
pound note, with her portrait appearing in front of the house and grounds of Godmersham 
Park. Godmersham is used as an image of a particular kind of genteel domesticity with which 
(apparently) Austen is linked despite the facts that she never lived there and that the grandeur 
RIWKHHVWDWHLVDWRGGVZLWKWKHKXPEOHGRPHVWLFLW\RI$XVWHQ¶VKRPHVDW6WHYHQWRQRU
                                                          
6
 Janine Barchas, Matters of Fact in Jane Austen: History, Location, and Celebrity (Maryland: The John Hopkins University 
Press, 2012). 
7
 Helena Kelly, Jane Austen: The Secret Radical (London: Icon Books, 2016). 
8






symbolises the aspirational domesticity readHUVKDYHFRPHWRDVVRFLDWHZLWK$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOV
Like its fictional counterparts Pemberley or Mansfield Park, it represents the kind of home a 
worthy heroine might hope to gain through a prosperous marriage. Austen, of course, did not 
enter into any such marriage, nor was she mistress of such a home. 
In a year that celebrates Austen-as-institution, this thesis argues that her indelible 
association with that most domestic of institutions ± home ± merits reconsideration. It is not 
P\LQWHQWLRQWRFKDOOHQJHWKHKRPHERXQGQDWXUHRIWKHQRYHOVRUWKHQRWLRQWKDW$XVWHQ¶V
primary interest is in domestic life. Rather, I intend to reinterpret her association with the 
home. It is important to note here that AustHQLVGHVLJQDWHGDVWKHµQRYHOLVWRIKRPH¶QRWWKH
µQRYHOLVWRIthe KRPH¶7KHHGLWRU¶VVWUDQJHRPLVVLRQRIWKHdefinite article is telling since it 
gives an idea of an inescapable belonging that foreshadows the sentiments regarding her 





authority that I seek to recuperate here. 
This thesis seeks, then, not only to understand the domestic nature of the fiction ± or 
ZKDWLWWUXO\PHDQVWREHµWKHQRYHOLVWRI>WKH@KRPH¶± but to reveal Austen as a theorist of 
domesticity. I will demonstrate that the novels are not confined to the domestic sphere simply 
RZLQJWRFXVWRPRU$XVWHQ¶VLQWULQVLFVHQVHRIDIILQLW\ZLWKKRPHOLIH2QWKHFRQWUDU\,
argue, her intense focus on the home was a strategic choice in order to offer a critique of 
domesticity. This choice, it would seem, was one born of experience. Rather than the home 









throughout her career, in commenting on the productivity of women writers seven years later 
VKHREVHUYHGWKDWµ>F@RPSRVLWLRQVHHPVWRPH,PSRVVLEOHZLWKDKHDGIXOORI-RLQWVRI0XWWRQ
	GRVHVRIUKXEDUE¶9 As Austen was all too aware, the home could be oppressive. In using 
her novels to theorise domesticity, I argue, Austen reveals the complex ways in which 
middle-class society works to uphold this oppression. In the process of this interrogation, she 
exposes how women were often severely hampered by their unavoidable ties to the home. 
Austen and the home in context 
:KLOHWKHSKUDVHµWKHnovelist RIKRPH¶ILUVWDSSHDUHGLQLWZDV$XVWHQ¶VQHSKHZ
James Edward Austen-/HLJK¶V9LFWRULDQ-era biography that was fully to enshrine her 
domestic image. In A Memoir of Jane Austen (1870) Austen-Leigh goes to great lengths to 
obscure an\µXQODG\OLNH¶DXWKRULDOODERXURUDPELWLRQ LQUHOD\LQJ$XVWHQ¶VOLIH Dedicating 
much space to describing her domestic life and activities, when discussing her literary works 
KHGHWDLOVZKDWKHUHIHUVWRDVKHUµKDELWVRIcomposition¶)DPRXVO\KHZULWHV 
>«@she had no separate study to retire to, and most of the work must have been done 
in the general sitting-room, subject to all kinds of casual interruptions. She was 
careful that her occupation should not be suspected by servants, or visitors, or any 
persons beyond her own family party. She wrote upon small sheets of paper which 
could easily be put away, or covered with a piece of blotting paper. There was, 
between the front door and the offices, a swing door which creaked when it was 
opened; but she objected to having this little inconvenience remedied, because it gave 
her notice when anyone was coming. 
                                                          
9





To the onlooker$XVWHQ¶VZULWLQJ process blended seamlessly with her leisured domestic life, 
and so too, he implies, should it be understood by her readers.10 She did not see herself as a 
professional, he asserts; rather, she µOLYHGLQHQWLUHVHFOXVLRQIURPWKHOLWHUDU\ZRUOG¶
8QLPSHGHGE\RXWVLGHLQIOXHQFHVµ>Z@KDWHYHUVKHSURGXFHGZDV a genuine home-made 
DUWLFOH¶. Her cloistered working environment had an impact on her subject matter: she set her 
ZRUNXSRQDµQDUURZVWDJH¶DVVKHµZDVDOZD\VYHU\FDUHIXOQRWWRPHGGOHZLWKPDWWHUVZKLFK
she dLGQRWWKRURXJKO\XQGHUVWDQG¶ VXFKDVµpoliticsODZRUPHGLFLQH¶, according to Austen-
Leigh.11 A brief biography by her niece Caroline Austen similarly sought to emphasise the 
µKRPHYLUWXHV¶RIµGHDUµ$XQW-DQH¶¶12 a title that has become emblematic of the image of a 
modest, domestic Austen these relatives worked hard to cement.  
The domestic portraits of Austen and her novel-ZULWLQJFUHDWHGE\KHUIDPLO\¶V
biographies both seemed to reflect and help steer the early reception of the author. Austen-
Leigh noted that prior to his Memoir µ>W@RWKHPXOWLWXGHKHUZRUNVDSSHDUHGWDPHDQG
commonplace, poor in colouring, and sadly deficLHQWLQLQFLGHQWDQGLQWHUHVW¶.13 Early 
UHYLHZHUVZHUHLQGHHGUHVHUYHGLQWKHLUSUDLVHRZLQJWRWKHIDFWWKDW$XVWHQµFRQILQHGKHUVHOI
>«@WRDQDUURZZDON¶14 Though an admirer of her work, in what Brian Southam describes as 
KLVµJUHDWDSSUDLVDO¶,15 G. H. Lewes argued in 1859 WKDW$XVWHQ¶VµSODFHLVDPRQJJUHDW
DUWLVWVEXWLWLVQRWKLJKDPRQJWKHP¶ODUJHO\EHFDXVHµKHUGUDPDVDUH of a homely common 
TXDOLW\¶.16 While the homebound nature of her works won her some appreciation with critics 
praising the appropriate femininity of the author or valuing the truth of portraiture in her 
                                                          
10
 This description by Austen-/HLJKDQGWKHVLJQLILFDQFHRI$XVWHQ¶VZULWLQJVSDFHVLQHVWDEOLVKLQJKHUUHSXWDWLRQDV
leisured and domestic more widely, are discussed in -HQQLH%DWFKHORUµ7KH5RPDQWLF1RYHOLVWDQGWKH6FHQHRI:ULWLQJ
0DNLQJ6SDFHIRUWKH0DWHULDOLQ:RPHQ¶V/LWHUDU\+LVWRU\¶8QSXEOLVKHGSDSHU$SULO 
11
 James Edward Austen-Leigh, A Memoir of Jane Austen (1870) in A Memoir of Jane Austen and other Family 
Recollections, ed. by Kathryn Sutherland (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 1-134 (pp. 81-2, 90, 19, 18). 
12
 &DUROLQH$XVWHQµ0\$XQW-DQH$XVWHQ$0HPRLU¶LQA Memoir of Jane Austen and other Family Recollections, 
ed. by Kathryn Sutherland (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 163-82 (p. 182). 
13
 Austen-Leigh, p. 104.  
14
 µ1RWLFHRINorthanger Abbey and Persuasion¶Edinburgh Magazine and Literary Miscellany, 2 (1818), 453-55 (p. 454). 
15
 Brian Southam, Jane Austen: The Critical Heritage, 2 vols, ed. by B. C. Southam (London: Routledge, 1979), I, p. 148. 
16





portrayals, early impressions of her limitedness were only strengthened by new biographical 
knowledge. In a review of Austen-/HLJK¶VELRJUDSK\5LFKDUG6LPSVRQZKLOHRQWKHRQH
KDQGSUDLVLQJ$XVWHQIRUEHLQJµDOZD\VDODG\¶like Lewes summarises:  
She never aspired higher than to paint a system of four or five families revolving 
URXQGDFHQWUHRIDWWUDFWLRQLQDFRXQWU\PDQVLRQ>«@7KLVZDVLQGHHGWKHRQO\
society she knew. Her name therefore, though great in a history of literature, counts 
for nothing in the history of men of letters.17 
This view of Austen as limited by the domestic confinement of her fictional worlds, though at 
times more sympathetically delineated, went on to dominate late-Victorian commentary on 
her fiction.18  
,WLVLURQLFKRZHYHUWKDWZKLOHSHUFHSWLRQVRIWKHKRPHERXQGQDWXUHRI$XVWHQ¶V
novels generated criticism from the critical establishment, her connection to the home was so 
central to popular perceptions of Austen that developed apace in the wake of the Memoir.19 
$XVWHQ¶VRZQGRPHVWLFGZHOOLQJVDUH, for instance, at the heart of Jane Austen: Her Homes & 
Her Friends (1902), an admiring work by early µJaneite¶ Constance Hill. In seeking to visit 
the places she inhabited, Hill signalled the belief that AusteQ¶VKRPHVDUHWKHNH\WR
uncovering the true Austen as well as the meaning of her fiction.20 The endurance of such 
views is evidenced in the continued popularity of Austen tourism, a phenomenon recently 
looked at with some suspicion by Claudia Johnson.21 As Deidre Lynch and Kathryn 
Sutherland, along with Johnson, have shown, the perception of $XVWHQ¶Vconnection to ideas 
RIKRPHZDVGHHSHQHGIXUWKHULQWKHLQWHUZDUSHULRGLQ%ULWDLQµ$XVWHQ¶VKRPH-loving 
attachment to a green nook was an article of faith ZLWKLQWHUZDUFRPPHQWDWRUV¶ZULWHV
                                                          
17
 5LFKDUG6LPSVRQµ-DQH$XVWHQ¶, North British Review, 52 (1870), 129-52 (pp. 152, 129). 
18
 See, Lawrence W. Mazzeno, Jane Austen: Two Centuries of Criticism (Suffolk: Camden House, 2011), pp. 21-26. 
19
 For detailed discussion see: Claire Harman, Jane's Fame: How Jane Austen Conquered the World (London: Canongate, 
2009); Claudia L. Johnson, Jane Austen's Cults and Cultures (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012); and Kathryn 
Sutherland, -DQH$XVWHQ¶V7H[WXDO/LYHV)URP$HVFK\OXVWR%ROO\ZRRG(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
20
 Constance Hill, Jane Austen: Her Homes and Her Friends (London and New York: John Lane, 1902). Johnson discusses 
this work in Cults and Cultures, pp. 69-74. 
21





Lynch.22 :LWKHDFKµKHUPHWLFDOO\VHDOHG¶QRYHODVRQHFRPPHQWDWRUSXWLWAusten was seen 
µWRPDNHXVDQHZNLQJGRPRIUHIXJHIURPWKHWRLOVDQGIUHWVRIOLIH¶)RUUHDGHUVRIWKLV
SHULRGKHUQRYHOVµUHSUHVHQW>HG@VSHFLILFTXDOLWLHVGHQRWLQJFXOWXUDORUQDWLRQDOVXUYLYDO¶23 
more than simply being novels about home in the personal sense, they came to offer a 
UHDVVXULQJV\PERORIµ(QJODQGDVKRPH¶24 This attitude was memorialised famously in 
5XG\DUG.LSOLQJ¶VVKRUWVWRU\µ7KH-DQHLWHV¶ (1924) in which, for a group of World War I 
VROGLHUVµUH-UHDGLQJWKHQRYHOVLVDPHDQVRIUHFRYHULQJKRPH¶25  
While the all-consuming nature of the association between Austen and the home 
renders her something of a special case, this reception has its roots in a wider connection 
EHWZHHQZRPHQDQGWKHGRPHVWLFLQWKHSHULRG$XVWHQ¶VFDUHHUFRLQFLGHGZLWKZKDWKDVlong 
been cited as the historical moment when, for middle-class women in particular, female ties 
WRWKHKRPHZHUHFXOWXUDOO\UHLQIRUFHGµ6HSDUDWHVSKHUHVWKHRU\¶DVDPRGHOIRU
understanding gender relations from the late eighteenth-century onwards was propounded in 
a number of historical works throughout the latter half of the twentieth century. In The 
Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1962, trans. 1989) Jürgen Habermas 
influentially characterised the public sphere of the eighteenth century as an entirely masculine 
arena.26 6WXGLHVRIWKHIDPLO\VXFKDV/DZUHQFH6WRQH¶VThe Family, Sex and Marriage in 
England 1500-1800 DQGODWHU/HRQRUH'DYLGRIIDQG&DWKHULQH+DOO¶VFamily 
Fortunes: Men and Women of the English Middle Class 1780-1850 (1987) moreover depict 
the home overall as the private, labour-free domain of the female. While Davidoff and Hall 
QRWHWKDWWKHFDWHJRULHVRISXEOLFDQGSULYDWHZHUHFRPSOH[DQGREVHUYHZRPHQ¶VUROHLQ
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the late eighteenth-century onwards.27 
Several scholars have, in recent decades, sought to contest the notion that rigidly 
separate public and private domains came into being for men and women. Amanda Vickery 
has for example problematised the timelines used by historians such as Davidoff and Hall. 
)RU9LFNHU\WKHQRWLRQWKDWZRPHQµZHUHXQLTXHO\IDVKLRQHGIRUWKHSULYDWHUHDOP¶ZDVµDW
OHDVWDVROGDV$ULVWRWOH¶DQGWKHUHIRUHQRWKLQJQHZLQWKHHLJKWHHQWKFHQWXU\28 The 
assumption that middle-class women were confined to the private sphere also ignores the 
YLHZVRIZRPHQDWWKHWLPHZKRIHOWWKDWWKH\FRXOGJRRXWLQµSXEOLFN¶:RUNVOLNH6WRQH¶V
she argues furthermore, presuppose a leisure/labour division between the sexes that ignores 
the work done by women at home and beyond.29 Likewise dismissive of an over-simplistic 
separate spheres paradigm, Harriet Guest looks at female authors such as Mary 
:ROOVWRQHFUDIWDQG+DQQDK0RUHDQGSRVLWVWKDWLQWKHSHULRGµVRPHZRPHQ>«@ define[d] 
their gendered identities through the nature and degree of their approximation to the public 
LGHQWLWLHVRISROLWLFDOFLWL]HQV¶30 In a similar vein, Anne Mellor has made the case that 
µZRPHQERWKDVZULWHUVDQGDVHGXFDWRUVSKLODQWKURSLVWVDQG social reformers, participated 
IXOO\LQWKHGLVFXUVLYHSXEOLFVSKHUHDQGLQWKHIRUPDWLRQRISXEOLFRSLQLRQ¶31   
0RUHUHFHQWO\.DUHQ+DUYH\¶VZRUNKDVFRPSOLFDWHGWKHYLHZRIWKHIHPLQLQLW\RI
GRPHVWLFVSDFHE\DUJXLQJIRUWKHUHFRJQLWLRQRIPHQ¶VFORVHrelationship to domesticity in 
the period. In doing so, she makes the useful (though somewhat overlapping) distinction 
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men and allowed them to construct an ordered private life consistent with and supportive of a 
OLIHDVDSXEOLFFLWL]HQ+DUYH\VXPPDULVHVµ7KHKRXVHZDVFULWLFDOWRSULYDWHDQGSXEOLF
constructions of self-LGHQWLW\IRUPHQDVWKH\FRQVWUXFWHGDIDPLO\VHOI¶32 Domestic space ± 
or the house/home ± was then a politically-loaded zone crucial to the formulation of both 
male and female identity in the period. Whilst recognising the importance of domesticity to 
PHQLWLVWKLVQRWLRQRIµKRPH¶WKDWLVRIPRVWFRQFHUQLQLWVWKHVLVDVDWHUPVLJQLI\LQJWhe 
ideological importance of the family house to women. 
Overall, it is clear from the evidence presented by Vickery, Mellor, Guest, and 
+DUYH\WKDWLWLVIDUWRRVLPSOLVWLFWRVD\WKDWWKHUHZDVDµKHJHPRQLFµGRPHVWLFLGHRORJ\¶¶
absorbed by all members of the middle-class from the late eighteenth-century onwards.33 
Nonetheless, as each of these scholars concedes, the gendered categories of a masculine 
public and feminine privacy were loosely accurate.34 As Vickery details throughout The 
*HQWOHPDQ¶V'DXJKWHU:RPHQ¶V/LYHVLQ*HRUJLDQ(QJODQG(1998), in this period women 
were by and large tied to the domestic sphere in their day-to-day roles as daughters, wives, 
mothers, and housekeepers and had far fewer social freedoms than men. Moreover, as they 
each point out, while women may have had some access to public life, they were not 
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SHUPLWWHGµWKHIXOOULJKWVRIFLWL]HQVKLS¶DVPLGGOH-class men were.35 This era did not, then, 
explicitly mark the domestication of women, but instead the continuation of a long-existent 
model of gender relations. Yet even if there was no seismic shift in gender roles in the period, 
it was certainly a time of fervent debate on the matter in which the dominant voices were 
WKRVHµEURDGFDVWLQJRIWKHODQJXDJHRIVHSDUDWHVSKHUHV¶36 9LFNHU\FRQWHQGVWKDWWKLVµULVLQJ
WLGHRI>«@>FRQVHUYDWLYH@FRQGXFWOLWHUDWXUH¶UHLQIRUFLQJIHPDOHSULYDF\ZDVDPRQJVWRWKHU
IDFWRUVDUHVSRQVHWRµDQXQSUHFHGHQWHGexpansion in the opportunities, ambitions and 
experience of late Georgian and VictoriaQZRPHQ¶37 Regardless of the reasons behind the 
literature promoting domestic ideology, or any dissenting voices, such was the cultural power 
LWZLHOGHGWKDWµDWWKHWXUQRIWKH>QLQHWHHQWK@FHQWXU\¶DFFRUGLQJWR*XHVWµLWPDVTXHUDGHG
as a show of consenVXV¶38 
Thus, though convincingly contested by scholars, the model of separate spheres still 
has a heavy bearing on how we view gender in the period. Given both that she wrote at a 
moment when middle-class female domestication is widely thought to have occurred, and 
that she engaged closely with the home in her fiction, these debates are of particular 
relevance to Austen. It is not my intention in this thesis, however, to uphold the separate 
spheres paradigm in relation to her fiction. Austen supports the evidence shown by Vickery 
and others of the non-rigidity of public and private spheres and that women were not 
absolutely confined to the home. Conservative conduct books, she shows, in moments such as 
/\GLD¶VGLVPLVVDORI-DPHV)RUG\FH¶VSermons to Young Women (1765) in Pride and 
Prejudice (1813), were neither mindlessly absorbed nor a reflection of reality. What I 
GHPRQVWUDWHLQOLJKWRIWKHVHVFKRODUV¶DUJXPHQWVLVWKDWDVan author writing about the home 
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LQWKLVSHULRG$XVWHQ¶Vwork inevitably is political. The home as the primary domain for 
women, these scholars show, was a contested proposition, rather than simply a given. 
Undoubtedly there were a proliferation of materiaOVLQFOXGLQJ)RUG\FH¶V, trying to make the 
case that femininity went hand in hand with the domestic. In the wake of the French 
5HYROXWLRQWKHKRPHDQGZRPHQ¶VUROHLQLWZDVJLYHQDQDGGHGLPSRUWDQFHE\FRQVHUYDWLYH
commentators as a symbol of tradition and national stability.39 Equally, numerous works 
challenged the ideas of Fordyce and others, with pro-revolutionaries such as Wollstonecraft 
seizing the moment to advocate for an end to female homebound passivity. By taking up the 
subject of home, therefore, Austen enters an active field of public debate at a pivotal cultural 
moment. She does so in order to tackle domestic ideology as a system seeking to ingrain 
further what was historically a limited homebound existence for women. Her novels, I will 
show, problematise both the treatment of white bourgeois women within this ideology as well 
as their association more generally with the home. 
 &ULWLFLVPDQG$XVWHQ¶VµVLOHQFH¶ 
Austen scholars have traditionally been divided between those that view the author as one of 
the conservative voices that sought to promote a separate spheres ideology, and those who in 
FRQWUDVWYLHZKHUDVVXEYHUVLYHRUIHPLQLVWLQKHUYLHZV$XVWHQ¶VDSSDUHQWµVLOHQFH¶RQ
political matters, or subjects which in any way fell outside of the definition of what was 
appropriately feminine such as sex or the body, has been integral to the conservative case. 
Her silence has been seen as all the more pronounced given that she wrote during a time of 
great political turmoil; the French Revolution and Napoleonic wars, the abolition of slavery 
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and the rights of women are some of the major contemporary matters with which she seems 
actively to refuse to engage. Caroline Austen claims to have searched for evidence of 
µ$XVWHQ¶VRSLQLRQVRQWKHJUHDWSXEOLFHYHQWVRIKHUWLPH¶, but µIRXQGDEVROXWHO\QRWKLQJ¶40 
Despite such claims, in the second half of the twentieth century there was a shift towards 
LQFUHDVLQJUHFRJQLWLRQRI$XVWHQ¶VVXEYHUVLYHQHVV41 Responding to this shift, Alistair 
Duckworth sought to consolidate and re-H[DPLQH$XVWHQ¶VFRQVHUYDWLYLVPRQWKH grounds of 
her insular concern with domestic life and exclusion of the outside world. In The 
Improvement of the Estate: A Study of Jane Austen's Novels (1971) he argues that in the 
ILFWLRQµWKHHVWDWH>LV@DPHWRQ\PRIDQLQKHULWHGFXOWXUHHQGDQJHUHGE\Iorces from within 
DQGIURPZLWKRXW¶that Austen sought to protect.42 Following on from Duckworth, Marilyn 
%XWOHU¶VJane Austen and the War of Ideas (1975) signalled a turning point in Austen studies. 
:KLOH%XWOHUPDNHVDFDVHIRU$XVWHQ¶VVLOHQFHQRWLQJWKDWWKHQRYHOVµGRQRWPHQWLRQWKH
)UHQFK5HYROXWLRQDQGEDUHO\DOOXGHWRWKH1DSROHRQLF:DUV¶VKHFRPSOLFDWHVWKH
conservative argument and the traditional view of her insularity. Though Austen writes in a 
VDQFWLRQHGIHPLQLQHPDQQHUFKRRVLQJµWRRPLWWKH VHQVXRXV¶ in addition to overt references 
to politics, her novels are however actively part of wider contemporary political discourse, 
Butler contends. She ZULWHVµKHUPDQQHUDVDQRYHOLVWLVEURDGO\WKDWRIWKHFRQVHUYDWLYH
Christian moralist of the 179V¶LQWKLVZD\VKHIRUPHGSDUWRIWKHDQWL--DFRELQµPRYHPHQW
WKDWGHILQHVLWVHOIE\LWVRSSRVLWLRQWRUHYROXWLRQ¶43 
Embracing the idea of a political Austen put forward by Butler, feminist criticism 
from 1970s onwards has sought to challenge the notion of her conservatism. In order to so, 
VFKRODUVQHHGHGWRFRQWHQGZLWK$XVWHQ¶VVLOHQFHRQSROLWLFDOVXEMHFWVDQGFRPPLWPHQWWR
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conveying domestic privacy. One strategy has been to suggest that depicting the lives of 
women at home is itself a political move. Amongst the earliest of the works to make this 
FODLPZDV-XOLD3UHZLWW%URZQ¶V-DQH$XVWHQ¶V1RYHOV6RFLDO&KDQJHDQG/LWHUDU\)RUP
(1979). Brown positions Austen as a forerunner of the feminist movement and suggests that 
in focusing solely on home life she boldly presents female domesticity as a serious subject in 
literature.44 In Jane Austen, Feminism and Fiction (1983) Margaret Kirkham, too, seeks to 
GHQ\WKDW$XVWHQ¶VQDUURZQHVVRIVXEMHFWPDNHVKHUDVXSSRUWHURIWKHJHQGHUHGVWDWus quo. 
Looking at her novels in the context of eighteenth-century feminist debates, she claims that 
µ$XVWHQ¶VVXEMHFW-matter is the central subject-matter of rational, or Enlightenment, 
IHPLQLVP¶45 0RUHUHFHQWO\'HYRQH\/RRVHU¶VJane Austen and Discourses of Feminism 
KDVDOVRVRXJKWWRUHPLQGXVWKDWµ>G@HVSLWHWKHORQJ-standing tradition of seeing 
$XVWHQDVµDSROLWLFDO¶, because her work µFRQWDLQ>V@VLJQLILFDQWFRPPHQWDU\ on what it means 
WRSHUIRUPWKHVXEMHFWSRVLWLRQµZRPDQ¶SULPDULO\%ULWLVKZKLWHKHWHURVH[XDOµmiddle-FODVV¶
woman) in her day¶, it is inevitably in tune with feminist politics.46 
2WKHUDWWHPSWVWRUHFRQFLOH$XVWHQ¶VVXEYHUVLYHDWWLWXGHwith her domestic insularity 
have effectively placed the author in WKHFDWHJRU\RIZKDW/RRVHUKDVFDOOHGµVQHDN\
IHPLQLVP¶$FFRUGLQJWRWKLVPRGHOFULWLFVVXFKDV6DQGUD*LOEHUWDQG6XVDQ*XEDUDQG
0DU\3RRYH\UHJDUG$XVWHQDVµXVLQJWUDGLWLRQDOURPDQFHSORWVWRVRIWHQKHULURQLFDQG
perhaps more radical feminist messDJHV¶47 Indeed, Gilbert and Gubar argue in The 
Madwoman in the Attic (1979) that $XVWHQ¶VµFRYHUVWRU\¶RIµODG\OLNHGLVFUHWLRQ¶DQGXVHRI
µSDURGLFVWUDWHJLHV¶DOORZVKHUWREHµULJRURXVLQKHUUHYROWDJDLQVWWKHFRQYHQWLRQVVKH
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LQKHULWHG¶48 Less convinced of her rebelliousness, Poovey claims in The Proper Lady and the 
Woman Writer (1984) that Austen accepted separate spheres, EXWVRXJKWµWKHUHIRUPDWLRQRI
SURSULHW\LQWKHKRSHRIILQGLQJZLWKLQLWVFRGHVDQDFFHSWDEOHIRUPIRUDZRPDQ¶VGHVLUHV¶49 
Falling largely within the paradigm of covert feminism, Johnson¶VJane Austen: Women, 
Politics, and the Novel (1988) presents an LQIOXHQWLDOUHDFWLRQWRZRUNVVXFKDV%XWOHU¶V
'HYHORSLQJXSRQ3RRYH\¶Vposition in particular, Johnson contends that Austen was no 
µUDGLFDO¶, EXWLQVWHDGµGHIHQGHGDQGHQODUJHGDSURJUHVVLYHPLGGOHJURXQG¶. She asserts that 
$XVWHQ¶VµDSSDUHQWµVLOHQFH¶ on matters political is a creditable choice of strength rather than 




While these critics have been riJKWLQVHHNLQJWRUHDOLJQ$XVWHQ¶VSROLWLFVSRVW-Butler, 
none, I would argue, has EHHQDEOHVXIILFLHQWO\WRH[SODLQWKHH[WHQWRI$XVWHQ¶VµVLOHQFH¶RU
narrowness in light of her apparently SURJUHVVLYHYLHZV,QVXJJHVWLQJ$XVWHQ¶VGRPHVWLF
focus made her work by default feminist, or else claiming it is a shield behind which to 
advance subversive ideas, feminist scholars have failed to engage as fully with the subject of 
the home as the fiction demands. One scholar to have addressed this critical dearth is Nancy 
Armstrong in the seminal Desire and Domestic Fiction: A Political History of the Novel 
(1987). Armstrong argues that from the mid-HLJKWHHQWKFHQWXU\RQZDUGVµUHVSHFWDEOH¶ILFWLRQ
alonJVLGHFRQGXFWOLWHUDWXUHSDUWRRNLQµDFXOWXUDOSURMHFW¶WRSURPRWHGRPHVWLFLGHRORJ\
µ>:@ULWLQJLQYDGHGUHYLVHGDQGFRQWDLQHGWKHKRXVHKROG¶LQRUGHUWRGLVWLQJXLVKLWIURPWKH
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political world and designate it as WKHZRPDQ¶VVSKHUH. In doing so writers established the 
home as an arena in which to form the ideals of the emerging middle-class that was overseen 
E\ZRPHQ$XVWHQ¶VµVHOI-HQFORVXUH¶LQKHUILFWLRQ, which Armstrong admits is more 
pronounced than other authors¶, is thus a political move that empowers middle-class women 
in their new domestic roles.51 ,DJUHHZLWK$UPVWURQJ¶VDVVHVVPHQWRI$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQDV
presenting unusually self-contained models of home life that engage in depth with domestic 
ideology and, as such, this thesis owes a debt to Desire and Domestic Fiction. Yet I argue 
throughout that Armstrong however GUDZVWKHZURQJFRQFOXVLRQVIURP$XVWHQ¶VVWUDWHJ\RI
containment. Her wider interpretation of domestic ideology as presenting a path towards 
female empowerment is a paradigm that iVVLPSO\QRWXSKHOGE\$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOV. As I will 
show throughout the thesis, her female characters are frequently not empowered figures, nor 
does Austen show separation from the political sphere to be entirely positive. On the whole, 
Austen is far more emphatically critical of domestic ideology than $UPVWURQJ¶VDQDO\VLV
allows. 
Austen as domestic theorist 
This study RIIHUVDIUHVKLQWHUSUHWDWLRQRI$XVWHQ¶VVLOHQFHRQSROLWLFDORUµXQIHPLQLQH¶
matters as a non-conservative strategy. While I position my thesis alongside scholars such as 
-RKQVRQZKRKDYHVHHQ$XVWHQ¶VSROLWLFVDVIHPLQLVW,DOVRDFFHSWWKDWWKHWUDGLWional view of 
$XVWHQ¶VFRQVHUYDWLVPEDVHGRQKHULQVXODULW\LVQRWHQWLUHO\XQIRXQGHG&RPSDUHGZLWKKHU
contemporaries, such as Frances Burney and Maria Edgeworth, who were themselves by no 
PHDQVSHUFHLYHGDVUDGLFDOV$XVWHQ¶VGRPHVWLFZRUOGVDUHXQGHQLably, strikingly confined.52 
                                                          
51
 Nancy Armstrong, Desire and Domestic Fiction: A Political History of the Novel (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1989), pp. 14, 123, 31, 141. 
52
 +HURLQHVLQ%XUQH\¶VQRYHOVIUHTXHQWO\WUDYHOZLGHO\WKRXJKQRWXQSUREOHPDWLFDOO\-XOLHWWKHKHURLQHRIThe Wanderer 
(1814) goes furthest in travelling from France to England at the start of the novel. Maria Edgeworth, too refused to be tied to 
concerns of domesticity, writing in a range of genres alongside her domestic novels which include Belinda (1801) and Helen 





As Austen summarises in a mocking reference to her own novelistic enterprise: µ3 or 4 
Families in a Country VLOODJHLVWKHYHU\WKLQJWRZRUNRQ¶53 The deliberate nature of her 
enclosure has led scholars to the widespread conclusion that Austen was preserving accurate 
portraits of domestic life for the benefit of posterity. Margaret Drabble writes for instance 
that µ$XVWHQ>«@SRUWUD\VKHURZQVRFLHW\VRIDLWKIXOO\WKDWVKHSUHVHUYHVLWDVDYDOLGREMHFW
for later historical anal\VLV¶54 I wish to reframe this view to show that Austen reflects society 
± and in particular female domestic life ± for what was in fact a present-day examination. The 
impulse behind $XVWHQ¶VQDUURZLQWHUHVWV,DUJXH, is not to preserve the status quo, but is 
instead an urgent call to interrogate gendered norms. 
,WLV$XVWHQ¶VUDUHEUHDNVLQKHUVLOHQFHthat cause the conservative image of the 
author to unravel and alert us to the central critique within the fiction. Some recent scholars 
have rejected the Austen-and-silence thesis and built their arguments around these moments 
of seeming subversion in which subjects such as sex, or politics are mentioned. On the 
VXEMHFWRIWKHERG\IRULQVWDQFH-RKQ:LOWVKLUH¶VJane Austen and the Body: µThe Picture of 
Health¶ (1992) argues that far from silent on the matter, the novels can be read entirely 
WKURXJKWKHOHQVRIWKHFKDUDFWHUV¶SK\VLFDOKHDOWK/RRNLQJDWPRPHQWVRILQQXHQGRVXFKDV
WKHDGXOWHURXV0DULD%HUWUDPEHLQJZDUQHGDJDLQVWµVOLSSLQJLQWRWKHHa-Ha¶LQMansfield 
Park (1814),55 Jill Heydt-6WHYHQVRQ¶VAusten's Unbecoming Conjunctions Subversive 
Laughter, Embodied History (2005) emphasises the presence of sexual comedy in the 
fiction.56 Similarly arguing Austen to have been misjudged with accusations of silence, 
several scholars have also shown her engagement with controversial political topics of the 
GD\$OORZLQJKHUPRUHDJHQF\LQSXEOLFGHEDWHWKDQ%XWOHU¶VZRUNGRHV*DEULHOOH'9
                                                          
53
 Letters, p. 275. 
54
 0DUJDUHW'UDEEOHµ,QWURGXFWLRQ¶Pride and Prejudice (1813) (London: Virago Press, 1989), pp. v-vxi (p. xii). 
55
 Jane Austen, Mansfield Park (1814) (London: Penguin Books, 2011), p. 93. 
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White has for example recently claimed in Jane Austen in the Context of Abolition (2006) 
that several of the novels reveal abolitionist sympathies.57 While thesHVFKRODUVQRWH$XVWHQ¶V
broad silences, their arguments fail fully to account for their pervasiveness and her far more 
comprehensive attention overall to domestic privacy than the body or politics.  
$XVWHQ¶VEUHDNVLQVLOHQFHRQFRQWURYHUVLDOVXEMHFWVPXVWEHXQGHUVWRRGLQWKHFRQWH[W
of the silence itself. In fact, the momentary intrusions that allow the topics studied by these 
critics to surface are there in order to force us to confront what is otherwise the absence of 
these matters,QFLGHQWVVXFKDV/RXLVD¶VIDOODQGLQMXU\LQPersuasion RU)DQQ\¶V
question on the slave trade in Mansfield Park (1814), show us abruptly that despite 
appearances, Austen is interested in the female body and issues of wider political importance. 
<HWWKHVXGGHQDWWHQWLRQGUDZQWRD/RXLVD¶VEURNHQERG\RU6LU7KRPDV¶VSODQWDWLRQGRHV
not reflect that Austen is engaged actively in debates on the subjects of female physicality or 
colonialism. When viewed against the backdrop of silence in the narrative these interventions 
VHUYHWRKLJKOLJKWZRPHQ¶VGLVFRQQHFWLRQIURPWKHERG\DQGVODYHWUDGHUHVSHFWLYHO\What 
$XVWHQVHHNVWRFRQYH\LQKHUQRYHOVWKHQLVZRPHQ¶VHQIRUFHGFXOWXUDOVLOHQFH+HUQRYHOV
I will demonstrate, are meditations on home life under the sway of domestic ideology and its 
ideals of gender, according to which women are severed from interaction with events of the 
outside world, and even themselves. Rather than upholding boundaries for women through 
her silences, Austen recreates them in order to expose their harmfulness. 
The most damaging results of this state of domestic disconnection are, according to 
Austen, the limitations placed upon the scope of female selfhood. In prescribing set 
behaviours, activities and personality traits, works promoting domestic ideology promoted a 
uniform model of femininity that imposed itself upon the lives of women. Setting out narrow 
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fields of permissible knowledge and life experience, these works sought to inhibit women 
intellectually, offering them in ways of thinking about the world and themselves. In being 
ideologically associated with the privacy of home women were, moreover, cut off from the 
right to a status as a public citizen. As the difficulties of Persuasion¶V0UV6PLWK show, for 
instance, women were excluded from having easy access to paid employment and 
participation in political affairs, all facets of life which would radically alter the idea of the 
self. In revealing Austen to have concerns in this area, I am of course showing her to be in 
dialogue with the feminist discourse of the period. As I will demonstrate throughout the 
following chapterVWKHUHFRJQLWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VHGXFDWLRQDOGLVDGYDQWDJHDQGDGHVLUHIRU
their greater public power are views that bring Austen into dialogue with Wollstonecraft in 
SDUWLFXODU%\YLHZLQJ$XVWHQ¶VQDUUDWLYHVRIIHPDOHLGHQWLW\LQWKHVHWHUPVP\DUJXPHQW
diverges from those who have viewed her fiction as part of the bildungsroman tradition. 
$FFRUGLQJWRWKHVHVFKRODUV$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOVFKDUWWKHSURJUHVVRIDIHPDOHSURWDJRQLVW¶V




VGLVFRYHU\RIKHUPLVWDNH¶58 But what Austen is doing 
differs subtly, yet crucially, from this long-held perception. What the novels instead detail are 
quiet struggles against the societal restraints that prevent women from truly knowing 
themselves. While characters may overcome flaws, this thesis will show, these are not innate 




of self-discovery and self-abasement, followed by the resolve in future to follow reason, is the climactic moment of the 
majority of anti-MDFRELQQRYHOV¶S6LPLODUO\-DQH6SHQFHUSODFHV$XVWen in the field of didactic fiction, arguing that 
KHUQRYHOVUHIOHFWµ>W@KHWUDGLWLRQRIWKHUHIRUPHGKHURLQH¶µ$XVWHQDGYRFDWHGVHOI-knowledge and shows her heroines 
UHDFKLQJLWWKURXJKLQWURVSHFWLRQ¶VKHZULWHV-DQH6SHQFHUThe Rise of the Woman Novelist: From Aphra Behn to Jane 





problems of personality, but rather testament to wider issues that have hampered their 
psychological development. 
To summarise, through use of techniques, among which silence is paramount, Austen 
recreates domestic conditions for women in order to expose them as limiting the scope of 
their knowledge, development and selfhood. With her portrayal of enclosed domestic worlds, 
Austen disrupts conceptions of female middle-class existence in order to offer an alternative 
and often troubled vision of the reality and repercussions of conventional domesticity. In 
doing so, I will demonstrate, she positions herself within the world of fiction as a domestic 
theorist. It has long been recognised in studiHVRIWKHKLVWRU\RIWKHQRYHOWKDW$XVWHQ¶VPDMRU








Unmistakeably Austen is consciously making an active intervention in the genre of the novel 
with her fiction. Along with her narrative style, Austen shows this intervention through 
references to her µLQMXUHGERG\¶RIIHOORZQRYHOLVWVVXFKDV(GJHZRUWKDQG%XUQH\DQGan 
overt rumination on the status of the novel in chapter five of Northanger Abbey (1818).61 But, 
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VXEMHFWPDWWHU0\WKHVLVZLOOVKRZWKDW$XVWHQ¶VWUHDWPHQWRIWKHhome is a crucial aspect of 
the ground-breaking nature of her work. Not only does she theorise domesticity, but in 
adapting the form according to this unique enterprise, Austen, in effect, theorises the novel 
itself. 
In Chapter 1 I begin by assessing AusteQ¶VSRUWUD\DORIZRPHQ¶VOHLVXUH6RRIWHQ
JLYHQDVWKHUHDVRQIRUKHUQRYHOV¶XQLPSRUWDQFHRUIULYRORXVQHVVOHLVXUH,ZLOOVKRZLVD
serious subject for Austen rather than just the default substance of genteel home life. By 
critiquing the manner in which conservative prescriptive literature sought to manage 
ZRPHQ¶VWLPH$XVWHQUHFRQFHSWXDOLVHVJHQWHHOOHLVXUH%XWKHUFULWLTXHLVPRUHFRPSOH[WKDQ
a disapproval of conduct literature or the set activities themselves. Instead, through her 
characters Austen FRQGHPQVVRFLHWDOXVHRIWKHVHDFWLYLWLHVLQWKHPRGHRIµIHPDOH
DFFRPSOLVKPHQWV¶WRFRQWURODQGPRQLWRUEHKDYLRXU,QHQFRXUDJLQJZRPHQDOZD\VWREH
active in the pursuit of heightening their appeal on the marriage market, accomplishments are 
a source of DQ[LHW\WRZRPHQ7KLVDQ[LHW\LVFOHDUIRUH[DPSOHLQ(PPD:RRGKRXVH¶VIHDU
that she has practiced the piano insufficiently and sense of competition with Jane Fairfax, or 
LQ0DU\%HQQHW¶VQHDU-obsessive desire to compensate for her lack of beauty through 
exhibiting her accomplishments. I subsequently look at how following marriage, or when 
women reach an age at which it is presumed they have failed to marry, this pressure shifts to 
a need to be constantly useful in the household. The main tragedy of the character of Miss 
Bates, I suggest, lies in her desperation to be socially useful and yet impotence when it comes 
to being so. Ultimately, Austen moves towards the suggestion that female talents might have 
been used for ends of establishing individuality, rather than keeping women within a set 





Chapter 2 builds on Chapter 1 to examine how the prescribed activities within the 
KRPHDIIHFWZRPHQ¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHERG\$QDOZD\V-controlled level of activity was 
teamed with a corresponding need for women, according to conduct books, to appear 
attractive and an inability to exercise freely or robustly within the realms of propriety. 
$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQPDNHVWKHFDVHWKDWWKHVHFRQGLWLRQVRIGRPHVWLFOLIHZRUNWRFUHDWHDIHPDOH
disconnection from the reality of their body. Rather than a full consciousness of their own 
physicality, there is amongst characters a prevalent belief in, as it is termed in PersuasionµD
WUXHDQDORJ\EHWZHHQRXUERGLO\IUDPHVDQGRXUPHQWDO¶62 Following this logic, characters 
seem to accept ideas of female delicacy propagated by conservative literature, ignoring the 
WUXWKRIWKHERG\:KDWLVLQHIIHFWZRPHQ¶VSV\FKLFUHSUHVVLRQRIWKHERG\LVUHSUHVHQWHG
WKURXJKRXWWKHILFWLRQE\$XVWHQ¶VIDPHGVLOHQFHUegarding physicality. This silence is broken 
in moments of injury in which corporeal reality arrives abruptly at the forefront of character 
consciousness, for instance when Marianne finally falls fatally ill in Sense and Sensibility. 
The real harm however is that in not knowing the body, women do not know a fundamental 
part of the self. Achieving a full understanding of the self, as female characters so often do 
towards the end of the novels, therefore requires for Austen a rediscovery of the body.  
In &KDSWHU,UHDGGUHVV$XVWHQ¶VXVHRIVLOHQFHLQWHUPVRISROLWLFV7KLVFKDSWHU
looks at the gulf between permissible male and female experience as depicted in the novels 
and the difficulties this causes on both a personal and political level. On a personal level, 
female confinement and an often-resulting lack of knowledge causes difficulties in romantic 
UHODWLRQVKLSV:HVHHWKLVUHFXUULQJSORWGHYLFHIRUH[DPSOHLQ0U%LQJOH\¶VDEUXSWGHSDUWXUH
and the subsequent distress of Jane Bennet in Pride and Prejudice. On a wider level, women 
are excluded from involvement and influence in the political sphere. This broad separation of 
gendered worlds is neatly summarised at the beginning of Mansfield Park when the Bertram 
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women remove to the country while Sir Thomas remains LQ/RQGRQµWRDWWHQGKLVGXW\LQ
3DUOLDPHQW¶63 $VZLWKWKHERG\$XVWHQ¶VVLOHQFHVUHJDUGLQJSROLWLFVVLJQDODQGFKDOOHQJHD
troubling, culturally-predicated female ignorance. Breaks in this silence on political, 
µPDVFXOLQH¶VXEMHFWVDJDLQZRUk sharply to reveal this female disconnection. This kind of 
UHYHODWRU\PRPHQWKDSSHQVPRVWIDPRXVO\DQGRYHUWO\ZLWK)DQQ\¶Vundefined question to 
her uncle about the slave trade. Examining the novel at length, I will look at how through 
Mansfield Park especially Austen raises the question of the implications of female political 
H[FOXVLRQIRUZRPHQ¶VPRUDODJHQF\0RUHZLGHO\GUDZLQJXSRQ$XVWHQ¶VLQWHUHVWLQWKH
subject of history and history books in the fiction, I make the case that through her use of 
silence Austen offers an alternative to histories of male activity by documenting female 
exclusion. 
The final two chapters re-examine subjects that have long been at the centre of Austen 
criticism: houses and marriage. Beginning with houses in Chapter 4, I will look at the lack of 
description of domestic interiors and exteriors in the novels. It is deeply ironic that Austen 
should be so known for writing about the home, and yet in this sense, neglect the subject 
entirely. Despite the strangeness of her omission of domestic detail, WKHILFWLRQ¶VOLPLWHG
description has received surprisingly little critical attention thus far.64 I argue that for Austen 
domestic description is a silence no less meaningful than those regarding the body or politics. 
Her breaks in silence, as with these other subjects, are moments of symbolic significance. 
'HYHORSLQJ'XFNZRUWK¶VQRWLRQRIWKHHVWDWHEHLQJUHSUHVHQWDWLYHRIWKHVWDWXVTXR,FRQWHQG
that in OLQHZLWK$XVWHQ¶VFHQWUDOFULWLTXH houses are symbolic of domestic ideology. 
+HURLQHV¶YLHZLQJWKHKRPHVRISRWHQWLDOORYHUVDVIDPRXVO\RFFXUVZLWK(OL]DEHWK
YLHZLQJ3HPEHUOH\LVPRVWFRPPRQO\ZKHQ$XVWHQ¶VVLOHQFHRn domestic detail is broken. 
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These episodes are significant in foreshadowing women moving from one house to another, 
or figuratively as I suggest, moving from one set domestic identity to the next. Given the 
KRXVH¶VV\PEROLFPHDQLQJHIIRUWVWRUHDUUDQJHKRPHVRUFUHDWHVSDFHVRIWKHLURZQ, as Fanny 
does for example with the East room, should be read as attempts to establish individuality 
under the limitations of cultural requirements. Rebellions of identity, in other words, often 
manifest as spatial resistance in the fiction.  
Lastly I will turn to the most obvious Austenian theme of all, marriage, and its role in 
WKHQRYHOV¶HQGLQJV and domestic resolutions. Though marriage is so widely addressed in 
criticism of the fiction, conventional interpretations of this subject have yet to be sufficiently 
revised in recent studies. Critics generally seem still loosely to subscribe to the notion of 
KHURLQHVEHLQJµUHZDUGHG¶ZLWKDKXVEDQGDWWKHHQGRIHDFKQRYHODVDUHVXOWRILQGLYLGXDO
progress.65 It is my contention that Austen ends in marriage not as a neat resolution to the 
problems raised in the novel, but to emphasise that matrimony is the point at which the 
GRPHVWLFLGHDOKDVEHHQIXOILOOHGDQGZRPHQ¶VIXWXUHVDUHVHW0\DUJXPHQWZLOOVXJJHVWWKDW
Austen is deeply preoccupied with the illusory nature of the domestic ideal women are taught 
to achieve. Her novels are filled with examples of unhappily married women. Mrs Bennet is 
perhaps the most famous example of this, though the perpetually ignored Mrs Palmer in 
Sense and Sensibility is arguably the most unsettling. Alongside these marriages, Austen also 
leaves her central married couples, suggestively, with unresolved issues. Owing to the call of 
his naval duties, Anne has been left by Wentworth at the close of Persuasion and Mansfield 
Park OHDYHVWKHTXHVWLRQRI(GPXQG¶VDWWUDFWLRQWR0DU\&UDZIRUGOLQJHULQJRYHUhis union 
ZLWK)DQQ\<RXQJZRPHQ¶VDEVROXWHFRQGLWLRQLQJWRZDUGVWKHHYHQWXDOLW\RIPDUULDJH as 
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WKHLUµKDSS\HQGLQJ¶ in spite of the evident precariousness of the domestic ideal is an acute 
point of concern for Austen. In highlighting this problem, her novels implicitly criticise the 
inability of female destiny to unfold beyond the boundaries of domestic ideology. 
In making these claims, I argue that $XVWHQ¶VZRUNVamount to a project to theorise 
domesticity in ways that develop and become more sophisticated over the course of her 
career. More can be seen, I contend, when looking at the patterns in the fiction ± after all, 
Austen is thought to have been often working on more than one novel at once66 ± than with a 
rigid approach that isolates each novel. Correspondingly, I will also move away from the 
tendency to grant the heroines of the novels near-exclusive critical attention. Avoiding 
examining the main characters in isolation, I will offer a more balanced treatment of 
VHFRQGDU\DQGPLQRUIHPDOHILJXUHVLQWKHQRYHOV$XVWHQ¶VPDQQHURIZULWLQJIURPWKHSRLQW
of view most often of the heroine of course suggests that we privilege them in our reading. 
Nevertheless, her characters are firmly a part of communities and we are required to treat 
them as such. Though not the focus of the novels, secondary characters are no less well-
drawn within these communities than the heroines, and brief glimpses prove them to be 
equally psychologically rich. The shadowy yet intriguing Jane Fairfax is a prime example of 
a character who but for a shift in narrative perspective could be a heroine. Austen shows in 
the fiction that the problems faced by women under the influence of conservative domestic 
ideology are myriad and so XVHVDQDUUD\RIZRPHQ¶VOLYHVWRVKRZFDVHWKHP 
In summary, in its original claim for Austen as a theorist of domesticity, my research will 
bring together aspects of her aesthetic that scholarship has traditionally placed in contention: 
her insular IRFXVRQGRPHVWLFOLIHDQGVXEYHUVLYHJHQGHUSROLWLFV,ZLOOH[SODLQ$XVWHQ¶V
social critique in a way that fully accounts for the silence and emphasis on home life that is at 







the heart of traditional conservative accounts of the fiction. Recognising that $XVWHQ¶VVLOHQFH
is crucial to her radical agenda, I demonstrate how she reimagines the novel as a forum for 
H[SHULPHQWDOLQWHUURJDWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VOLIHLQWKHKRPH7KHQRYHOVDUHKXEVRIVFUXWLQ\,
argue, in which Austen recreates the conditions set out by domestic ideology in order to 
expose the problematic pattern into which it tries to form female lives. Though building on 
WKHPRUHUHFHQWHQGHDYRXUVLQVFKRODUVKLSWRGLVPDQWOH$XVWHQ¶VVWLOO-rife conservative image, 
my thesis will revisit early assumptions about the author. As her editor stated in 1833, she 
µVWUXFNLQWRDSDWKRIKHURZQ¶DVµthe QRYHOLVWRIKRPH¶6LQFHWKLVDVVHUWLRQWKHUHKDVEHHQD
JHQHUDODFFHSWDQFHERWKLQSRSXODUUHDGHUVKLSDQGVFKRODUVKLSRI$XVWHQ¶VDVVRFLDWLRQZLWK
the home; the exact nature of this association has however remained as vague as it is 
LQH[RUDEOH7KLVWKHVLVVHHNVILQDOO\WRXQFRYHU$XVWHQ¶VUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKWKHKRPHDV
revealed in the fiction. Rather than writing about domesticity because it came naturally to her, 
or as an endorsement, Austen sets out to show that restrictive home life is far from natural for 
women. By revealing the multitude of ways in which female development is inhibited by 
psychological and physical confines repeatedly in her novels, Austen marks herself firmly as 















In his chamber, Emma was at peace from the dreadful mortifications of unequal 
Society, and family Discord²from the immediate endurance of Hard-hearted 
prosperity, low-minded Conceit, and wrong-headed folly, engrafted on an untoward 
Disposition.²She still suffered from them in the Contemplation of their existence; in 
memory and in prospect, but for the moment, she ceased to be tortured by their 
effects.²She was at leisure, she could read and think,²WKR¶KHUVLWXDWLRQZDVKDUGO\
such as to make reflection very soothing.1  
Jane Austen, The Watsons (composed 1804)2 
 
Jane should therefore make the most of every half hour in which she can command 
his attention. When she is secure of him, there will be leisure for falling in love as 
much as she chuses.3  
Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice (1813) 
 
To understand, thoroughly understand her own heart, was the first endeavour. To that 
SRLQWZHQWHYHU\OHLVXUHPRPHQWZKLFKKHUIDWKHU
VFODLPVRQKHUDOORZHG>«@4 
Jane Austen, Emma (1815) 
 
In the rare moments that they have personal space or mental liberty, Austen suggests that her 
FKDUDFWHUVFDQILQDOO\EHDWOHLVXUH,QHDFKRIWKHDERYHTXRWDWLRQVZRPHQ¶VOHLVXUHLV
discussed in the context of characters trying to navigate their future within the limited array 
of options available to them. We see, in the first example, Emma Watson reflecting upon her 
situation in which she has been made to return to a family that cannot afford to support her 
financially and from whom she has become estranged. In the extract from Pride and 
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Prejudice, Charlotte is stressing the urgency of shrewdness for women in the marriage 
market; until a suitable match has been made in economic terms, she instructs, Jane cannot 
afford to expend time attending to emotional considerations. Lastly, we learn that for the 
eponymous Emma self-reflection must, in light of her nursing and other duties towards her 
father, necessarily be a secondary consideration. With Austen thus isolating brief moments, 
or future periods of time, in which these women are able to be at leisure, it is clear that it is 
LQDFFXUDWHWRFKDUDFWHULVHWKHLUJHQHUDOH[LVWHQFHVDVRQHVRIµOHLVXUH¶0RUHRYHUZKHQWKH\
KDYHVXIILFLHQWSHDFHRUVROLWXGHWRUHQGHUWKHWHUPµOHLVXUH¶DSSURSULDWHDFFRUGLQJWR$XVten, 
this time must be employed towards serious thought and consideration that they would 
RWKHUZLVHEHXQDEOHWRFDUU\RXW6RUDUHDUHVXFKPRPHQWVRIIHPDOHVROLWXGHLQ$XVWHQ¶V
work, and so often are her women seen to be engaged in social activities, thDW$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOV
have been widely perceived as fictionalised accounts of leisure time. In so far as it signals 
WKDWWKHOLYHVRI$XVWHQ¶VSULQFLSDOFKDUDFWHUVZLWKLQWKHERXQGDULHVRIKHUQDUUDWLYHVDWOHDVW
are defined by the absence of paid work, describing their time as leisure is useful. Yet these 
JOLPSVHVRIWUXHUHVSLWHLQZKLFK$XVWHQ¶VZRPHQDUHQRQHWKHOHVVVWLOOIRUFHGWRFRQGXFW
much of their mental and emotional work, call for the complexity of this leisure to be 
recognised.   
Typically, the concept of eighteenth-century leisure has been defined in terms less 
FRPSOH[WKDQ$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQVXJJHVWV)RU7KHRGRU$GRUQROHLVXUHµdenoted the privilege 
of an unconstrained, comfortable life-VW\OHKHQFHVRPHWKLQJ>«@IDUPRUHDXVSLFLRXV¶WKDQ
the PRUHPRGHUQFRQFHSWRIµIUHHWLPH¶ZKLFKLVtied to its opposite, work.5 This view of 
leisure as distinct from work is upheld by Austen critics, including Nancy Armstrong, who 
has sought to demonstrate that a leisured existence was at the heart of the middle-class 
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domestic ideal that defined the late eighteenth-century woman.6 Historical scholarship on 
GRPHVWLFLW\LQSDUWLFXODU$PDQGD9LFNHU\¶V7KH*HQWOHPDQ¶V'DXJKWHU(1998) and Leonore 





ZRUNUDWKHUWKDQ$GRUQR¶VµWUXHOHLVXUH¶LVDWWKHKHDUWRf genteel domesticity. Though my 
UHDGLQJRI$XVWHQ¶VZRUNVKRZV$GRUQR¶VGHILQLWLRQRIOHLVXUHWREHUHGXFWLYHKLVPDQQHURI
XQGHUVWDQGLQJµIUHHWLPH¶DVµXQIUHHGRP¶UHPDLQVXVHIXO$FFRUGLQJWR$GRUQRIRUWKH
PRGHUQµIXQFWLRQDOO\GHWHUPLQHG¶PLGGOH-class, employment casts a long shadow over the 
µIUHHWLPH¶WRZKLFKLWLVµVKDFNOHG¶,QEHLQJWKXVGHILQHGLQUHODWLRQWRZRUNIUHHWLPHQHYHU
means actual freedom and does not fully belong to the individual.7 )RU$XVWHQ¶VZRPHQWLPH
is not divided so clearly along these lines. However, in falling under the general category of 
µOHLVXUH¶$XVWHQVKRZVKRZWKHWLPHHQMR\HGE\KHUIHPDOHFKDUDFWHUVLVWLHGWRWKHZRUN
mapped out in conduct literature, of forwarding the cultural project of femininity.  
The deep-seated critical association of Austen with leisure has its origins in the 
traditional perception of her authorship. James Edward Austen-/HLJK¶VA Memoir of Jane 
Austen (1870) characterised Austen as an author whose works were the products of her 
leisure. HHUFUHDWLYHSURFHVVZDVDSDVVLYHRQHKHVXJJHVWVLQZKLFKµIDQFLHV¶FDPHWRWKH
DXWKRUDVVKHµVWUROO>HG@DORQJ>«@ZRRG-ZDONV¶$XVWHQ-Leigh emphasises his point by 
FRXFKLQJGHWDLOVRI$XVWHQ¶VZULWLQJDFWLYLWLHVZLWKLQDEURDGHUGLVFXVVLRQRIWKH$XVWen 
ZRPHQ¶VOHLVXUHFRPPHQWLQJHYHQRQWKHDXWKRU¶VOHYHORIDELOLW\LQWHUPVRIIHPDOH
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with publishers.8 While these ideas established an impression of Austen that was long-held ± 
ZLWK+HQU\-DPHVIRULQVWDQFHODWHUGHVFULELQJWKHµXQFRQVFLRXVQHVV¶RIKHUDUWLVWU\9± many 





childhood and then lightly tossed off masterpieces between callers; she was a steady 
professional writer who had to put in many years of thought and labour to achieve each 
QRYHO¶10 -DQ)HUJXVVXEVHTXHQWO\H[SDQGHGRQ/HDYLV¶VDUJXPHQWUHYHDOLQJKRZWKRURXJKO\
Austen self-identified as a professional author.11 Austen herself quashes any implication of 
writing being a mere past time in her famous comment to her nephew that her creations are 
akin to miniatures SDLQWHGRQDµOLWWOHELWWZR,QFKHVZLGHRI,YRU\¶(YHQZKLOVWPDNLQJWKLV
ironic dismissal of her writing she nevertheless goes on to emphasise that her practice 
LQYROYHVµPXFKODERXU¶12  
,QSDUDOOHOWRKHUDXWKRUVKLS$XVWHQ¶VLQWHOOHFWXDOLVPKDVEHHQSHUFHLYHGWREHERXQG
by the concerns of domestic leisure. As Vivien Jones has noted regarding the reception of 
$XVWHQ¶VOHWWHUVFULWLFVKDYHKLVWRULFDOO\WDNHQH[FHSWLRQWR$XVWHQ¶VDWWHQWLRQWRWKHµ/LWWOH
0DWWHUV¶RIGRPHVWLFLW\13 Indeed, due to an apparent lack of depth and meaning in the novels, 
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it was a critical consensus as early as the end of the nineteenth century that there was little 
left to say on the author. Despite a revivaORILQWHUHVWµKHUODFNRINQRZOHGJHDERXWILQDQFH
SROLWLFDOSRZHUDQGPRQH\¶FRQWLQXHGWREHGHULGHGLQWRWKHQH[WFHQWXU\14 This supposed 
QDUURZQHVVRILQWHUHVWVKDVUHPDLQHGDWRXFKVWRQHIRUVFKRODUVDUJXLQJIRUWKHDXWKRU¶V
conservatism. Even while asserting the centrality of economic concerns to her fiction, 
Edward Copeland portrays Austen as constrained, both creatively and in terms of her 
DXWKRUVKLSE\DQDSSURSULDWHO\µIHPLQLQH¶SUH-occupation with domesticity. She felt distaste 





DQGE\KHOSLQJILQDQFLDOO\WRµVHFXUHWKHauthor¶VPHDQVWRDVHDWLQWKHSDUORXU¶15 In Jane 
Austen and Leisure 'DYLG6HOZ\QOLNHZLVHLQWHUFKDQJHDEO\UHIHUHQFHV$XVWHQ¶VRZQ
leisured life and the subject of leisure within her writing. He argues that in the novels leisure 
is defined by constant activity but indicates that work, in the traditional sense, only happens 
LQWKHQDUUDWLYHSHULSKHU\µ5HDOZRUN¶LWLVWREHLQIHUUHGIURP6HOZ\QLVDQWLWKHWLFDOWR
leisure and, by extension, to Austen as µWKHQRYHOLVWRIOHLVXUH¶16 
$ORQJVLGH$XVWHQ¶VLQGHOLEOHDssociation with leisure, there has been a critical 
tendency discuss her work in relation to the conduct literature that sought to prescribe how 
women should occupy WKHYDVWµQXPEHURILGOHKRXUVLWZDV assumed [they] had to 
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ILOO¶17 Though Marilyn Butler haVGRQHPXFKWRFKDOOHQJH$XVWHQ¶VLQVXODUUHSXWDWLRQVKH
QHYHUWKHOHVVDUJXHVWKDWVKHEHDUVµWKHKDOOPDUNVRIWKHFRQVHUYDWLYHZULWHU¶6KH likens her 
ZRUNWRµILFWLRQDOL]HGFRQGXFW-ERRN>V@¶DGGLQJWKDWµ$XVWHQ¶VDFKLHYHPHQWLVWRQDWXUDOL]HD
didactic tUDGLWLRQ¶18 Armstrong similarly implicates Austen in a wider trend of compliance 
between eighteenth and nineteenth-century domestic fiction and conduct book teachings. As 
µWKHUXOHV>«@ODLGRXWLQWKHFRQGXFWERRNVFRXOGEHWDNHQIRUJUDQWHG¶ZKHQVKHZDV 
writing, Armstrong implies, conduct literature exists as the subtext on which $XVWHQ¶VZRUN
is founded. She discusses how like µLQWKHFRQGXFWERRNVWKHSUREOHPVWREHFRQIURQWHGLQ
the world Austen depicts all have to do with the management of leisure tLPH¶In making this 
case, she looks in particular at Emma LQZKLFKWKHKHURLQHKDVEHHQµ>O@HIWZLWKWRR
PXFKOHLVXUHWLPHRQKHUKDQGV¶DQGDSUREOHPDWLFODFNRIIHPDOHGHVLUHAusten, she writes, 
negotiates resolutions to the problems in her novels by, as conduct literature recommends, 
µPDUU\LQJRIIWKHHOLJLEOHPHPEHUVZLWKLQWKDWFRPPXQLW\ZKLFKLVWRIL[WKHPWRDUROH
ZLWKLQDKRXVHKROG¶19 
While prominent scholars have thus contended that Austen develops upon the 
received wisdom of conduct books, her work has also been read as a critique of this genre. 
Susan Allen Ford has, for example, recently read Northanger Abbey (1818) as a novel that 
µHYRNHVLQVWUXFWLYHWH[WVDQGFDOOVLQWRTXHVWLRQWKHLUXWLOLW\DQGWKHLUWUXWK¶20 In a series of 
paradigmatic episodes the novels do indeed seem to confront conduct literature directly. 
James )RUG\FH¶V Sermons to Young Women (1765) appears in Pride and Prejudice only to 
be rejected on behalf of the Bennet JLUOVE\/\GLDZKRµJDSHGDVKH>0U&ROOLQV@Rpened the 
volume, and before he had, with very monotonous solemnity, read three pages, she 
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LQWHUUXSWHGKLP¶S Similarly, in Northanger Abbey Catherine Morland is moments 
DZD\IURPVXFFXPELQJWRKHUPRWKHU¶VDWWHPSWWR resign her to domestic confinement by 
reading an essay from The Mirror (1779) when Henry Tilney arrives. However, rather than 
being moments reflective of a broader criticism of writers like Fordyce, I would suggest that 
tKHVHPRPHQWVDFWDVSDUDGLJPDWLFGHPRQVWUDWLRQVRI$XVWHQ¶s own strategy regarding 
conduct literature. Significantly, in each instance the actual content of these works 
is not granted any narrative space. The idea of instructive literature is introduced, it 
seems, for the very purpose of enacting a scene of dismiVVDORU$XVWHQ¶VRZQDXWKRULDO
refusal to engage directly with these texts. 
My contention is that the brief, disrupted interactions with conduct literature modelled 
in the scenes described above SUHFOXGHDQ\GLUHFWFRPSDULVRQEHWZHHQ$XVWHQ¶VDQGFRQGXFW 
works. Rather than looking at her novels as hampered by extant theories on domestic leisure, 
RUXVLQJFRQGXFWERRNVDVWKHLUµIUDPHRIUHIHUHQFH¶21 I argue that Austen embarks upon a 
fresh examination of leisure. Vickery reminds us that alongside a proliferation of eighteenth-
FHQWXU\ZULWLQJGHIHQGLQJWKHVWDWXVTXRZLWKUHJDUGVWRGRPHVWLFLW\WKHUHZHUHDOVRµPDQ\
RWKHULGHRORJLFDOPHVVDJHV¶DYDLODEOHLQOLWHUDWXUH22 I suggest in this light that Austen enters 
into the enterprise of conduct writers, not as a fellow instructor, but as an alternative voice 
theorising female domestic leisure.  
,QRXWOLQLQJ$XVWHQ¶VWKHRULVDWLRQRIOHLVXUHWKLVFKDSWHUH[SORUHVKRZVKHLOOXPLQDWHV
the ways in which prevailing social attitudes to leisure were restrictive and often harmful for 
women. I EHJLQE\IRFXVLQJRQ$XVWHQ¶VFULWLFLVPRIDFFRPSOLVKPHQWV¶GRPLQDQWSODFHLQ
female leisure. RHDGLQJKHUILFWLRQDORQJVLGH0DU\:ROOVWRQHFUDIW¶VA Vindication of the 
Rights of Woman ,ZLOOH[DPLQH$XVWHQ¶VGHSLFWLRQRIDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVDVFXOWXUDO
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tools designed to construct and constrain conventional femininity. She exposes the flaws in 
an ideology that represents accomplishments and therefore femininity as natural to women, as 
well as in the system that values them according to this perception. By advocating a universal 
ideal, Austen suggests, these activities fundamentally threaten individuality. Basing each her 
novels around unique and complex heroines whose thoughts and feelings drive the narrative, 
individuality is clearly a central concern in the fiction. In being designed to show adherence 
to a narrow ideal of femininity, accomplishments not only work to erase individual 
difference, but also serve to promote female competition and rivalry. In being used by women 
in courtship, accomplishments also offer the illusion of women having control over their 
sexuality. However in actuality, as we will see, the performance of accomplishments often 
hazardously limits their agency. Next, this chapter will discuss the pressure to avoid idleness 
by maintaining a suitable level of activity through accomplishments, or, as the alternative 
seemed to be, finding ways of being useful to others. Leisure according to this definition can 
be, somewhat paradoxically, anxiety inducing for women. The complicated dynamics of 
surveillance that exist within the home heighten this anxiety, with women acting either as 
overseers of activity, overseers-in-training, or being overseen. Emma Woodhouse in 
particular embodies a multitude of surveillance roles with difficulty. Finally, I want to assert 
that Austen does not simply offer a negative condemnation of accomplishments in her fiction. 
Through manipulation, genuine passion, or their use as a means of subsistence, 
accomplishments are repurposed for individual instead of cultural benefit. In showing 







Female accomplishments and the performance of femininity 
The pursuit to become accomplished was expected to comprise the majority of genteel young 
ZRPHQ¶VOHLVXUHWLPHLQWKHODWWHUKDOIRIWKHHLJKWHHQWKFHQWXU\:ULWLQJIURPWKLVSHULRG
from across the ideological spectrum collectively demonstrates this expectation, though 
attitudes to this prescribed behaviour vary greatly. Amongst other specific accomplishments, 
conduct-book writer Hester Chapone, in Letters on the Improvement of the Mind, addressed 
to a Young Lady UHFRPPHQGVµPXVLFDQGGUDZLQJ¶DVµLWLVRIJUHDWFRQVHTXHQFHWR
have the power of filling up agreeably those intervals of time, which too often hang heavily 




,QWHOOHFWXDO¶24 Women, he expects, should be able to move seamlessly between these 
categories of activity on a day-to-day basis. As a vehement critic of Fordyce, Mary 
Wollstonecraft reacts in The Rights of Woman to a status quo founded on such advice. She 
laments WKDWµWKHOLWWOHNQRZOHGJHWKDWWKH\>ZRPHQ@DUHOHGWRDFTXLUHGXULQJWKHLPSRUWDQW
\HDUVRI\RXWKLVPHUHO\UHODWLYHWRDFFRPSOLVKPHQWV¶25 In answer to this perceived paucity 
RINQRZOHGJH:ROOVWRQHFUDIW¶VZRUNRXWOLQHVDFWLYLWLHVWKDWZRXOGFXOWLYDWHZRPHQ¶V
understanding as well as an alternative system of rational education. There can be no question 
that Austen, like Wollstonecraft, participates in the debate concerning female education and 
WKHDSSURSULDWHQHVVRIDFFRPSOLVKPHQWV¶GRPLQDQWUROHWKHUHLQ 26 the frequent allusions to 
                                                          
23
 Hester Chapone, Letters on the Improvement of the Mind, addressed to a Young Lady, 2 vols (London: J. Walter, 1773), II, 
pp. 117, 118. 
24
 James Fordyce, Sermons to Young Women (1765), 12th edn, 2 vols (London: T. Cadell, jun. and W. Davies, 1800), I, p. 
162.  
25
 Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman and A 
Vindication of the Rights of Men (1792), ed. by Janet Todd (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 63-283 (p. 255). 
26
 7KLVLVDSSDUHQWIURPHDUO\RQLQKHUZULWLQJFDUHHUµ0LVV6WDQOH\KDGEHHQDWWHQGHGE\WKHPRVWFDSLWDO0DVWHUVIURPWKH








examined by scholars.27 )RUWKHSXUSRVHVRIWKLVVWXG\,ORRNDWDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVLQ$XVWHQ¶V
fiction as dominant components of female leisure that are, moreover, used as a means through 
whLFKWRUHJXODWH\RXQJZRPHQ¶VOLYHV 
Critics have often noted that their disparaging attitude towards accomplishments is a 
point of agreement between Austen and Wollstonecraft. Although contending overall that 
these writers hold fundamentally different views regarding the status quo, Jane Spencer 
LQGLFDWHVWKDWµOLNH:ROOVWRQHFUDIW>«@>$XVWHQ@FULWLFLVHVWKHUHGXFWLRQRIIHPDOHHGXFDWLRQ
WRWKHSXUVXLWRIWULYLDODFFRPSOLVKPHQWV¶28 Though their general attitudes to 
accomplishments may be comparable, it is clear that there are still major lines of divergence 
EHWZHHQ$XVWHQ¶VDQG:ROOVWRQHFUDIW¶VYLHZSRLQWVWhile this is by no means unproblematic 
or straightforward, Austen, as I will explore later in this chapter, credits accomplishments 
with having certain independent values for her female characters. In Mansfield Park (1814), 
the cover of needlework, one of her few accomplishments, serves on occasion as a kind of 
psychological refuge for Fanny Price. She, for example, engages in her needlework intently 
to aYRLG+HQU\&UDZIRUGZKRVHµVSLULWVRIWHQRSSUHVV¶KHU29 For Persuasion¶V$QQH
Elliot, piano-playing forms her own private enjoyment in different instances: µ6KHNQHZWKDW
ZKHQVKHSOD\HGVKHZDVJLYLQJSOHDVXUHRQO\WRKHUVHOI¶30 As with Fanny it also acts as a 
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kind of social protection: µWKRXJKKHUH\HVZRXOGVRPHWLPHVILOOZLWKWHDUVDVVKHVDWDWWKH
instrument, she was extremely glad to be employed, and desired nothing in return but to be 
XQREVHUYHG¶SWollstonecraft, on the other hand, is far more universally critical of what 





'HVSLWHWKHVHSRLQWVRIGLVDJUHHPHQWUHDGLQJ$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOVDORQJVLGHThe Rights of 
Woman significantly illuminates their depiction of female accomplishments. Rather than its 
SDUWLFXODUFRPPHQWVRQDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVLWLV:ROOVWRQHFUDIW¶VUHSHDWHGDVVHUWLRQWKDWIRU
women gender is a construct or a state of mind that is especially revealing. Summarising this 
LGHD:ROOVWRQHFUDIWVWDWHVWKDWWKHµGHVLUHRIEHLQJDOZD\VZRPHQLVWKHYHU\FRQVFLRXVQHVV
WKDWGHJUDGHVWKHVH[¶32 Austen, I argue, similarly views accomplishments as a means 
through which femininity is showcased: the\DUHWRROVGHVLJQHGWRFDWHUWRWKLVµGHVLUHRI
EHLQJDOZD\VZRPHQ¶,QSUDFWLVLQJDQGSHUIRUPLQJDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVWKHQZRPHQDUH
dedicating their leisure time to adhering to conventional ideas of womanhood. This notion of 
the unnaturalness of conventional femininity has been developed more recently in the work 
of feminist scholars. Going beyond issues of femininity, Judith Butler has famously argued 
that gender, rather than being innate, is performed through adherence to a set of culturally-
determined behavioural norms.33 ([DPLQLQJ$XVWHQ¶VHQJDJHPHQWZLWKLGHDVRIJHQGHU
performativity, this section will begin to explore the damaging socio-cultural impact of 
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emphasising the physicality of accomplishments in order to present them figuratively as 
components of artifice. I will then go on to show the multitude of issues regarding self-
representation that accomplishments, in their role as proponents of artificial femininity, 
present for women. By exposing and implicitly criticising accomplishments in these ways, 
$XVWHQOLNH:ROOVWRQHFUDIWWDFNOHVWKHµGHJUDGLQJ¶IHPLQLQHLGHDOLWVHOIDQGPRUH
VSHFLILFDOO\LWVGRPLQLRQRYHUZRPHQ¶VOHLVXUH 
In spite of the ephemeral nature of practising accomplishments, Austen regularly 
emphasises the physicality of these activities, or renders them object-like in her descriptions. 
Late eighteenth-century writing abounds with references to accomplishments being 
µDFTXLUHG¶E\\RXQJZRPHQRUVRPHWKLQJWKH\DUHµSRVVHVVHGRI¶34 as opposed to being 
µOHDUQHG¶$VHQVHRIDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVDVVRPHWKLQJHDVLO\DWWDLQHGDQGKDYLQJOLWWOHWRGR
with mental effort is highlighted by Austen in Persuasion when she introduces us to 




the proper air of confusion [to the house] by a grand piano-forte and a harp, flower-stands 
DQGOLWWOHWDEOHVSODFHGLQHYHU\GLUHFWLRQ¶S)RUWKH0XVJURYHVWKHSK\sicality of their 
accomplishments takes the form of fashionable relics, representing, as it is implied, their 
slight abilities in an array of fields.35 In a mirroring episode in Mansfield Park we are shown 
Fanny in the East room in which the µWDEOHEHWZHHQthe windows was covered with work-
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in needlework and by purchasing her materials funded her continued practice of it. Her 
accomplishments therefore take the form of humble objects for which she is indebted and 
represent the means through which she must principally make her repayment.  
By emphasising the physicality of female accomplishments Austen makes literal the 
FRQWHPSRUDU\LGHDRIDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVDVRUQDPHQWDO7KHWHUPµRUQDPHQW¶ZDVXVHG
interchangeably in literature of the period with accomplishments, clothing adornments and 
women themselves. In an excerpt from Rambles Farther (1796), reprinted in 7KH/DG\¶V
Magazine (1770-1832), Charlotte Smith ± an author who influenced Austen36 ± seems to play 
with these blurred distinctions: 
the young person who should give herself entirely to, or value herself immoderately 
on, the merely ornamental parts of education, would act with as little sense as she 
would do, who, having heard fringe or lace reckoned additions to her clothes, should 
therefore determine to make the whole of no other materials.37  




Lady Susan (composed 1794)39 Austen shows a similar disdain towards ornamental 
accomplishments, expressing this concern through her protagonist with an attitude of ironic 
detachment. With purposeful outrageousness, Austen portrays Lady Susan wishing her 
GDXJKWHUWRDFKLHYHRQO\WKHµVXSHUILFLDO¶OHYHORIWKHDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVWKDWµDUHQRZ
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QHFHVVDU\WRILQLVKDSUHWW\ZRPDQ¶6KHZDQWV)Uederica, in an inversion of the instruction in 
Rambles FartherµWRSOD\DQGVLQJZLWKVRPHSRUWLRQRI7DVWH¶DUJXLQJWKDWµDSHUIHFW
knowledge in all the Languages Arts and Sciences; it is throwing time away; to be mistress of 
French, Italian, German, Music, Singing, Drawing &c. will gain a woman some applause, but 
ZLOOQRWDGGRQH/RYHUWRKHUOLVW¶40 Lady Susan shows an astute awareness of the role that 
accomplishments play in adorning and completing the desirable model of femininity, hand-
picking the RUQDPHQWVWKDWPLJKWEHVWµILQLVK¶KHUGDXJKWHU-as-ornament. 
This image of a woman adorned with ornaments implies a hiding or distorting of what 
LVQDWXUDODQLGHDWKDWKDGFXOWXUDOSUHFHGHQWLQ$XVWHQ¶VGD\LQUHODWLRQWRDFFRPSOLVKPHQWV
As part of a scathing assessment of contemporary ideals of womanhood, Elizabeth Hamilton 
ZULWHVWKDWµ>ZRPHQ¶V@WLPHLVVROHO\HPSOR\HGLQOHDUQLQJDIHZWULFNVVXFKDVDPRQNH\
might very soon acquire:± DQGWKHVHDUHFDOOHGDFFRPSOLVKPHQWV¶41 Whilst drawing attention 
to the simplicity of that which women are often taught, the image of a monkey performing 
the same activities that for women are called accomplishments also suggests a distortion of 
nature. This image counters the attempts by writers propagating female accomplishments to 
FLWHZRPHQ¶VQDWXUHLQVXSSRUWRIWKHP7KHUHDGLQJ)RUG\FHUHFRPPHQGVIRUH[DPSOH
would be suitable because it complements µWKDWILQHIHHOLQJRIQDWXUHDQGRIVHQWLPHQWZKLFK
PD\EHVXSSRVHGWRUHVXOWIURPWKHGHOLFDF\RIWKHLU>ZRPHQ¶V@RUJDQV¶42 In her depictions of 
them as objects, or ornamental, Austen confronts the tension that exists between nature and 
culture in discourse concerning accomplishments. Like Hamilton she suggests that 
accomplishments, and therefore the femininity that they are meant to exhibit, are neither 
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Harriet Smith in Emma most explicitly embodies this concept of unnatural 
womanhood associated with accomplishment training. Harriet is of unknown parentage and 
EDFNJURXQGDQGDUULYHVLQWKHQRYHODVVHHPLQJO\DTXLWHOLWHUDOSURGXFWRI0UV*RGGDUG¶V
ERDUGLQJVFKRROµZKHUHDUHDVRQDEOHTXDQWLW\RIDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVZHUHVold at a reasonable 
SULFH¶S 
Harriet Smith was the natural daughter of somebody. Somebody had placed her, 
several years back, at Mrs. Goddard's school, and somebody had lately raised her 
from the condition of scholar to that of parlour-boarder. This was all that was 
generally known of her history. She had no visible friends but what had been acquired 
at Highbury, and was now just returned from a long visit in the country to some 
young ladies who had been at school there with her (p. 23). 
Harriet is little more than a void. All that is known of her, including her friends, home and 
education is shaped by her association with a school dedicated to making girls accomplished. 
$UPVWURQJFODLPVWKDW+DUULHWLVDQLGHRORJLFDOVSDFHRQZKLFKµ$XVWHQUHSUHVHQWV the 
woman of the conduct books whose value appears to be entirely self-JHQHUDWHG¶43 Harriet, 
VKHVXJJHVWVLVDPRGHOµQHZZRPDQ¶ZKRLVWREHYDOXHGIRUKHUYLUWXRXVLQQHUOLIH*LYHQ
the harm to which Harriet it exposed over the course of Emma, however, it seems unlikely 
that Austen is presenting her or her manner of preparation for the world as any kind of ideal. 
5DWKHU,FRQWHQGWKDWOLNH&KDUORWWH6PLWK¶VGUHVVPDGHHQWLUHO\RIRUQDPHQWV+DUULHW
symbolises a woman entirely composed of decorative accomplishments whose inner truth is 
obscured by the layers of this artifice. The unknowability of Harriet is emblematically shown 
as Emma is incapable of sketching an accurate portrait of her, instead producing only an 
unrepresentative display of her own accomplishment. With her identity thus clouded, Harriet 
                                                          
43







The problems surrounding accomplishments as a means of female self-representation 
DUHIXUWKHUFRPSRXQGHGE\FKDUDFWHUV¶ZHDOWKDQGVWDWXV$FFRPSOLVKPHQWVZHUHGHVLJQHGto 
JLYHZRPHQLQFUHDVHGYDOXHRQWKHPDUULDJHPDUNHW:KHQWUXO\µSRVVHVVHGRIWKRVHYDULRXV
DQGH[FHOOHQWTXDOLWLHV¶44 that make an accomplished woman, young women might be better 
SODFHGWRDV:ROOVWRQHFUDIWZULWHVµestablis[h] themselves²the only way women can rise in 
the world²E\PDUULDJH¶45 $UPVWURQJDUJXHVWKDWFRQGXFWERRNVSURPRWHGµSV\FKRORJLFDO
GHSWK¶DVDGHWHUPLQDQWRIZRPHQ¶VYDOXHLQWKHmarriage market over patriarchal concepts of 
rank and titles.46 Yet Austen is sceptical of this apparently simple scheme and demonstrates 
WKDWZRPHQ¶VYDOXHLVLQIDFWVRFLDOO\SUH-determined by the value of their rank, or, quite 
literally, in terms of their wealth. As a result of her pre-eminent status in Highbury, Emma is 
assumed by many to be far more accomplished than she is. This is a misunderstanding that 




berating herself in comparison to Jane. Likewise, in Pride and Prejudice Lady Catherine, 
GLVFXVVLQJPXVLFLQIRUPVXVWKDWµ,I,KDGHYHUOHDUQW,VKRXOGKDYHEHHQDJUHDWSURILFLHQW
$QGVRZRXOG$QQH¶S$QQHLVDV0U&ROOLQVFRQILUPV, µof a sickly constitution, 
which has prevented her from making that progress in many accomplishments, which she 
FRXOGQRWKDYHRWKHUZLVHIDLOHGRI¶S7KH'H%RXUJKV¶VRFLDOVXSHULRULW\VRSUHFOXGHV
any notion other than their being extremely accomplished, it is implied, that neither Lady 
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Catherine nor her daughter needed ever to exert themselves to the ends of actually acquiring 
DFFRPSOLVKPHQWV7KHVHH[DPSOHVDUHDWRGGVZLWKFRQGXFWOLWHUDWXUH¶VSURPRWLRQRIWKHLGHD
that accomplishments would allow a woman to be valued according to her individual worth. 
What is often socially of consequence, Austen shows, are the accomplishments one is able, or 
assumed to be able to afford, rather than any sense of individual proficiency.  
It is ironic that it is WKHVHVRFLDOO\HOLWHDQGWKHUHIRUHRVWHQVLEO\PRUHµOHLVXUHG¶
characters that are presumed to be the most thoroughly accomplished. To achieve a superior 
level of accomplishment in activities like needlework, playing the piano, or painting beyond 
the superficial levels of the Musgroves would unquestionably involve extensive hard work. 
Austen makes allusions to this need for intense application in Emma when the heroine, in a 
ILWIXOPRPHQWRIGHVLULQJDPHOLRUDWLRQLQKHUVNLOOVDVDSLDQLVWµVDWGRZQDQGSUDFWLVHG
YLJRURXVO\DQKRXUDQGDKDOI¶S,QPride and Prejudice, Lady Catherine even seems 
aware on some level (although perhaps not one she deems applicable to those of her rank) 
that true accomplishment requires work, chastising Elizabeth because µshe will never play 
UHDOO\ZHOOXQOHVVVKHSUDFWLVHV>WKHSLDQR@PRUH¶S<HWLWLVWKHVHKLJK-status 
characters, those for whom existence is most characterised by idleness, that seem by default 
WRKDYHFODLPVWRµDJUHDWSURILHQ>F\@¶LQDFFRPSOLVKPHQWV%\GHPRQVWUDWLQJWKLV
simultaneous awareness of the need for application and assumption that the idlest women are 
the most skilled, Austen surfaces an unspoken social contradiction in her work. Her depiction 
of this paradox ridicules the belief that owing to their rank these women are innately instilled 
with superlative feminine graces and might, by implication, sidestep the work of 
accomplishments. By exposing this farcical class element of the culture of accomplishments, 
Austen further discredits the notion that they are natural exhibitions of femininity. By 






While accomplishments allow for ironic misconceptions of her elite characters, 
$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQLVDOVRVXJJHVWLYHRIPRUHSHUYDVLYHSUREOHPVUHODWLQJWRIHPDOHLGHQWLW\
The culture of acquiring the same set of accomplishments for the same goal of desirable 
IHPLQLQLW\VKHGHPRQVWUDWHVFDQKDYHSUREOHPDWLFLPSOLFDWLRQVIRU\RXQJZRPHQ¶V
individuality. Austen draws attention to this issue recurrently through accomplished 
secondary characters. In Sanditon (composed 1817) the 0LVV%HDXIRUWVDUHµMXVWVXFK\RXQJ
ladies as may be met with in at least one family out of three, throughout the kingdom; they 
had tolerable complexions, shewey figures, an upright decided carriage and an assured 
Look;²they were very accomplished and very ,JQRUDQW¶47 Creating a similar sense of 
uniformity, Mary Crawford says of the Miss Owens in Mansfield ParkµRQHNQRZVZLWKRXW
being told, exactly what they are²DOOYHU\DFFRPSOLVKHGDQGSOHDVLQJ¶S:LWKWKHVH
characters, Austen creates an impression of archetypal accomplished women being 
perpetually produced in the narrative background. While easily dismissed by readers and 
other characters as humorous stock types, these women are used to evoke the serious issue of 
female interchangeability. ThroXJK$XVWHQ¶VPRUHIRUHJURXQGHGFKDUDFWHUVZHDUHJUDQWHGD
FORVHUORRNDWWKLVSUREOHP+DUULHWZDVRQHRIDKLJKLQIOX[RIVWXGHQWVDW0UV*RGGDUG¶V
school and the Musgrove girls, we are told, achieved the same set of accomplishments as 
µWKRXVDQGVRIRWKHU\RXQJODGLHV¶LQ([HWHUS$ORQJZLWKWKH0LVV%HUWUDPVWKH\KDYH
become part of a larger body of satisfactorily accomplished young ladies who must now 
SHUIRUPZKDWWKH\KDYHOHDUQWLQRUGHUWRDWWUDFWDSDUWQHU$XVWHQHYLGHQFHVWKHVHFKDUDFWHUV¶ 
interchangeability by, for instance, incessantly realigning Harriet with potential love interests 
and varyingly pairing either Julia or Maria Bertram with Henry Crawford. Jones claims that 
µWKHODQJXDJHRIDIIHFWLYHLQGLYLGXDOLVP>LQFRQGXFWOLWHUDWXUH@Pasks actual power relations 
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exposes the conduct-book deception signalled by Jones by demonstrating that the 
accomplished female is one for whom both individuality and agency are threatened. 
Accomplishments, rivalry and sexuality 
Alongside this sense of female interchangeability, the uniform goal of being accomplished 
OHDGVWRLQHYLWDEOHIUDFWXUHVZLWKLQ$XVWHQ¶VIHPDOHFRPPXQLWLHV:KLOHDFFRPSOLVKPHQWV
create universal standards against which women can be compared, conduct literature does, 
nevertheless, emphasise that women should follow where their talent leads. Fordyce wishes 
JLUOVWROHDUQPXVLFµ>Z@KHUHWKHUHLVDUHDOJHQLXVIRULW¶49 CKDSRQHOLNHZLVHVWLSXODWHVµ$V
to PXVLFDQGGUDZLQJ,ZRXOGRQO\ZLVK\RXWRIROORZDVJHQLXVOHDGV¶50 This suggestion of 
ZRPHQµRIJHQLXV¶IRUPLQJVSHFLDOLVPVLVSRWHQWLDOO\PLVOHDGLQJIRUPRGHUQUHDGHUV$V
Christine Battersby reveals, these allusions to female genius are far removed from the 




WHUPHGZRPHQµJHQLXVHV¶LQOLQHZLWKWKHHDUOLHUHLJKWHHQWK-century definition in which it 
PHDQWµWKHVSHFLDODQGXQLTXHWDOHQWVWKDWDOORUPRVWLQGLYLGXDOVSRVVHVV¶51 In this way, 
SUHVFULSWLYHZULWLQJFROOHFWLYHO\µPDSSHGRXWDQHZILHOGRINQRZOHGJHDVVSHFLILFDOO\
IHPDOH¶52 ZLWKLQZKLFKWKH\PLJKWFKRRVHWKHLUVXEMHFWRIµJHQLXV¶,QEHLQJSUHVHQWHGZLWKD
narrow field of feminine knowledge, women were given limited boundaries within which to 
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excel, setting the stage for female competition. Wollstonecraft contends that women, whose 
µVROHDPELWLRQ>«@FHQWUHVLQEHDXW\¶DUHµYHU\GLIIHUHQWO\VLWXDWHGZLWKUHVSHFWWRHDFKRWKHU
[than men]²for WKH\DUHDOOULYDOV¶53 )RU$XVWHQEHDXW\LVQRWDWWKHURRWRIZRPHQ¶VULYDOU\
and neither is female sexuality which, for Wollstonecraft, beauty tends obliquely to represent. 
$VWKLVVHFWLRQZLOOH[SORUHZKLOHLQSDUWLDODJUHHPHQWZLWK:ROOVWRQHFUDIW¶Vassessment of 
the state of female community, Austen shows that rivalry exists most starkly in terms of 
accomplishments. The subject of female sexuality is nonetheless intimately bound to 
accomplishments, forming a complex dynamic I will go on to dissect. 
A SULPHH[DPSOHRIWKHSRWHQWLDOIRUULYDOU\LQKHUHQWZLWKLQZRPHQ¶VOLPLWHGVFRSHRI
achievement is presented in Emma. In the novel, the action is to a large extent dependent on 
the great chasm that exists between Emma and Jane Fairfax. The similarities in µ%LUWK
DELOLWLHVDQGHGXFDWLRQ¶SDVZHOODVDJHDQGOHYHORIEHDXW\FUHDWHLGHDOFRQGLWLRQV
for rivalry between the two women. Although this rivalry is not overt, it runs as a continual 
WKUHDGLQ(PPD¶VFRQVFLRXVQHVVWRZKLFKZHDUHSHULRGLFDOly alerted:  
She [Emma] knew the limitations of her own powers too well to attempt more than 
she could perform with credit; she wanted neither taste nor spirit in the little things 
ZKLFKDUHJHQHUDOO\DFFHSWDEOHDQGFRXOGDFFRPSDQ\KHURZQYRLFHZHOO>«@ Emma 
then would resign her place to Miss Fairfax, whose performance, both vocal and 
instrumental, she never could attempt to conceal from herself, was infinitely superior 
to her own. 
With mixed feelings, she seated herself at a little distance from the numbers 
round the instrument, to listen (pp. 211-12). 
It is possible to assume that this implicit contest is little more than the manifestation of 
(PPD¶VHJRWLVPRUFRPSHWLWLYHQHVVWHDPHGZLWK-DQH¶VSULPHFDQGLGDF\IRUEHLQJKHUULYDO
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As Claudia Johnson notes at the beginning of a chapter on Emma, Austen herself seems to 
SRLQWWRVXFKFRQFOXVLRQVDERXWKHUSURWDJRQLVWZULWLQJµ,DPJRLQJWRWDNHDKHURLQHZKRP
no-RQHEXWP\VHOIZLOOPXFKOLNH¶54 Indeed, as Johnson also indicates, several critics have 
drawn conclusions about the novel and the character of Emma that are seemingly based on 
this quotation; Mark Schorer, for example, calls Emma DµVWXG\RIVHOI-importance, egotism 




Austen offers an indictment of the culture of accomplishments, rather than simply 
(PPD¶VQDWXUHLQWKHQRYHO0DQ\RIWKHPDMRUSUREOHPVWKDWIHDWXUHLQEmma would not 
exist if it were not for the subtle competition in accomplishments between Emma and Jane. 
Harriet, for example, would not have been befriended by and toyed with by Emma, and Jane 
ZRXOGPRVWOLNHO\QRWKDYHEHHQWRUWXUHGE\(PPD¶VUHODWLRQVKLSZLWK)UDQN(PPD¶V
feelings of inadequacy, on which her aversion to Jane is founded, lead her to want to prove 
herself in the one accomplishment she is more disposed to excel at: conversation. In 
showcasing her skill through wit and flirtation, Emma, albeit unknowingly, cements and 
JLYHVQHZFKDUDFWHUWRKHUFRPSHWLWLRQZLWK-DQHVKHEHFRPHVLQWKHODWWHU¶VPLQGDWOHDVWD
love rival. The severest cost of their contest is, however, the resulting isolation of Jane and 
Emma. In a moment that encapsulates the gulf between these two characters, Austen tells us 
that Emma, feeling slight regret that she has gossiped about Jane with Frank, wonders 
whether she mD\KDYHµWUDQVJUHVVHGWKHGXW\RIZRPDQE\ZRPDQ¶:HDUHVXEVHTXHQWO\
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wider female community, Austen shows that rivalry in accomplishments is at this moment of 
more importance to Emma than female kinship. By creating a sense of inevitability about this 
rivalry Austen suggests however that the heroine is not to blame for her preoccupation. As 
Emma realises in the end, both she and Jane were primed for friendship; but, in becoming 
µ0LVV:RRGKRXVHDQG0LVV)DLUID[>«@WKHRQO\\RXQJ-lady-SHUIRUPHUV¶RI+LJKEXU\S
WKH\ZHUHHDFKIL[HGDVWKHRWKHU¶VSHUSHWXDOSRLQWRIFRPSDULVRQ Ultimately, Emma 
suggests, the grounds of this rivalry are needless and unnatural. While Jane is naturally 
talented and finds both pleasure and solace in music, Emma has no inclination for 
accomplishments and would happily cease to practise them ± were it not for social pressures. 
Sense and Sensibility (1811), too, features a breakdown in female relationships that 
largely takes place in the field of accomplishments. The Miss Dashwoods are women for 
whom, in their home-schooling, something more has been added to their accomplishments. 
As I will return to later in this chapter, Marianne possesses a sense of artistry about her 
musical abilities and Elinor is, of course, highly rational. They are, it can be safely said, by no 
means akin to the Miss Beauforts or 0LVV2ZHQVRI$XVWHQ¶VRHXYUH7KHLUDUULYDOLQ
Devonshire as women with heightened accomplishments sends subtle reverberations 
throughout the female community and, Austen shows, somewhat inevitably alienates them 
from other women. As Elinor and Marianne become known to their new social group, it is 
DSSDUHQWWKDWµ>W@KH\KDGWRRPXFKVHQVHWREHGHVLUDEOHFRPSDQLRQV¶DQG/DG\0LGGOHWRQLQ
SDUWLFXODUGRHVµQRWUHDOO\OLNHWKHPDWDOO¶:HOHDUQWKDWµ>W@KHLUSUHVHQFHZDVDUHVWUDLQW¶
EHFDXVHµ/DG\0LGGOHWon was ashamed of doing nothing before them, and the flattery which 






other women feel uncomfortable. By representing opposing examples of behaviour, they 
trigger unwelcome reflections in Lucy and Lady Middleton upon their personal means of 
occupying themselves during leisure. 
7KH'DVKZRRGV¶DQLPRVLW\WRZDUGVWKH6WHHOHVDOVR has its basis in the tension that 
H[LVWVEHWZHHQZRPHQFRQFHUQLQJDFFRPSOLVKPHQWV:HOHDUQRIµWKHLQYDULDEOHFROGQHVVRI
KHU>0DULDQQH¶V@EHKDYLRXU¶WRZDUGVWKHPDQGWKDW(OLQRUWRRTXLHWO\UHMHFWV/XF\ZKRLQ
FRQWUDVWµPLVVHGQRRSSRUWXQLW\RIHQJDJLng her in conversation, or of striving to improve 
WKHLUDFTXDLQWDQFH¶,QGHHG(OLQRU¶VLQWHUQDOUHIOHFWLRQVRQ/XF\RIWHQKDYHDQHOHPHQWRI
:ROOVWRQHFUDIWLDQYLWULROµVKHZDVLJQRUDQWDQGLOOLWHUDWHDQGKHUGHILFLHQF\RIDOOPHQWDO
improvement, her want of information in the most common particulars, could not be 
FRQFHDOHGIURP0LVV'DVKZRRG¶S0XFKDV:ROOVWRQHFUDIWDWWLPHVVHHPVWREODPH
women for their own position of social inferiority,58 Elinor, although we are told (somewhat 
unreliably) thaWVKHµSLWLH>V@KHU¶UHVHQWV/XF\RQDSHUVRQDOOHYHOIRULJQRUDQFHZKLFK
Austen makes clear is due to a neglected education. Elinor is no doubt forwarded as a 
preferable model of womanhood as Austen depicts her triumph over Lucy in their romantic 
rivalry<HWLWLVQRWZLWKRXWV\PSDWK\WKDWVKHSRUWUD\VWKHODWWHU¶VGRZQIDOO:KLOH(OLQRU
benefited from an enriching education, Lucy was allotted the more conventional female 
H[SHULHQFHWKDWLQYROYHGHQJDJHPHQWLQµIULYRORXVSXUVXLWV¶(VWDEOLVKLQJDVHQVHRf her lost 
SRWHQWLDOZHDUHQRWPHUHO\WROGRI/XF\¶VODFNRINQRZOHGJHEXWWKDWVKHDOVRµZDV
QDWXUDOO\FOHYHUKHUUHPDUNVZHUHRIWHQMXVWDQGDPXVLQJ¶S$OWKRXJKDWSORW-level a 
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VXUSULVLQJWZLVWIURP$XVWHQ¶VSRLQWRIYLHZLWLVDVDGLQHYLWDbility that Lucy is realigned 
with the more superficial Robert Ferrars. 
/XF\¶VKLVWRU\ZLWK(GZDUGLVPRUHRYHUUHYHDOLQJRIWKHUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQ
accomplishments and female sexuality. Lucy, we are told, possesses a quality that was once 
deemed a charminJµVLPSOLFLW\¶EXWKDVZLWKWKHSDVVDJHRIWLPHGHWHULRUDWHGLQWRDVRFLDOO\-
debilitating ignorance. Taking either definition of this quality the inference is clear: she has 
received only a light education in accomplishments, as evidenced through her workiQJRQµD
ILOODJUHHEDVNHW¶SDQGQRWWKHFXOWLYDWLRQRIPLQGZHVHHLQWKH'DVKZRRGV7KLV
perceived simplicity, or, her array of unreflective accomplishments, in the initial stages of her 
FRXUWVKLSZLWK(GZDUGKDGDUROHWRFRPSOHPHQWRUµJLYHLQWHUHVWLQJFKDUDFWHUWR¶KHU
beauty. Having worked in concord with beauty to attract Edward, Austen suggests, post-
attraction and post-HQJDJHPHQW/XF\¶VDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVEHFRPHVWDOHVLJQLILHUVRIKHU
ignorance. The depiction of this partnership echoes WollVWRQHFUDIWZKRYLHZVµFRUSRUHDO
DFFRPSOLVKPHQWV¶DVKDYLQJDUROHERWKVLPLODUWRDQGHQKDQFLQJRIEHDXW\µ/LNHWKHFKDUPV
RIDPDGHXSIDFHWKH\>«@VWULNHWKHVHQVHVLQDFURZG¶DLGLQJZRPHQLQDWWUDFWLQJSRWHQWLDO
partners. Needlework, in The Rights of Woman, most literally assists beauty by allowing 
ZRPHQWRHQKDQFHWKHLUFORWKLQJDQGDWWHQGWRµWKHSK\VLFDOSDUWRIWKHDUWRISOHDVLQJ>WKDW@
FRQVLVWVLQRUQDPHQWV¶59 $OWKRXJKDV,LQWHQGWRVKRZRYHUDOO$XVWHQ¶VH[SORUDWLRQRIWKLV
subject is more complex, in exploring female attractiveness she acknowledges and examines 
accomplishments in a Wollstonecraftian manner. For both writers, as far as it concerns the 
practiFHRIDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVZRPHQ¶VOHLVXUHLVSUREOHPDWLFDOO\JHDUHGWRZDUGVKRQLQJ
sexual desirability. 
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Of course, not all accomplishments hold the same meaning in terms of female 
VH[XDOLW\$VWKHFRQGXFWERRNVVHHPHGWRHQFRXUDJHPDQ\ZRPHQLQ$XVWHQ¶VILFtion 
FKRRVHDQDFFRPSOLVKPHQWIRUZKLFKWKH\KDYHWKHPRVWµJHQLXV¶WKHVHSDUWLFXODUSDLULQJVRI
women and their specialisms are mutually revelatory. Music and artwork are the most 
generally conceived to be conducive to sexually alluring displays, as Austen mocks with the 
two Miss Beauforts. 7KH\VLWQHDUWRWKHZLQGRZµZLWKWKHKRSHRQ0LVV%HDXIRUW¶VVLGHRI




relationship to female sexuality. Emma is horrified by what she calls µWKHLPSURSHUDQG
GDQJHURXVGLVWLQFWLRQ¶ (p. 190) of Mr Dixon having preferred Jane Fairfax to play the piano 
over his then fiancé, Miss Campbell, and subsequently imagines an affair. Musical 
preference, it seems, is tantamount to sexual preference. In another scene bringing together 
music and sexual politics, Mary Crawford jealRXVO\DVNVRIWKH0LVV2ZHQVµAre they 
musical?¶EHFDXVHµ7KDWLVWKHILUVWTXHVWLRQ>«@ZKLFKHYHU\ZRPDQZKRSOD\VKHUVHOILs 
sure to ask about another¶ (p. 292). Her desire to succeed in the competition in musical 
accomplishments is particularly evidenced by her decision to learn the harp.60 ,Q$XVWHQ¶V
fiction, piano-playing, while Marianne and others are exceptions, often implies passivity and 
a woman aWKHUVRFLHW\¶VVHUYLFH7KHKDUSLQFRQWUDVWLVHOHJDQWDQGHQWLFLQJDV6HOZ\QKDV
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OLVWHQHUPLJKWEHVDLGDOPRVWWRHQMR\DYLFDULRXVHPEUDFH¶61 As Miss Beaufort and Mary 
Crawford are aware, the harp enables women in one respect to appear diligent, passive 
objects for voyeurs. But, in having more seductive power than the piano, harp-playing grants 
women a degree of control over their sexuality, allowing them to try to forward personal 
ambitions. 
 The powers of attraction associated with painting and drawing are, however, far less 
unequivocal. On the one hand, in Sense and Sensibility artwork, like music, is termed a 
µSHUIRUPDQFH¶DQG0DULDQQHYLHZV(GZDUGDVKDYLQJ signed some kind of sexual contract 
DOEHLWXQVDWLVIDFWRULO\ZLWK(OLQRULQµKLVIUHTXHQWDWWHQWLRQWRKHUZKLOHVKHGUDZV¶QRWLQJ
WKDWKHVHHPHGWRYLHZKHUGUDZLQJVµDVDORYHU¶ (p. 19). Similarly, John Dashwood seeks to 
forward the union of Elinor and Colonel Brandon through forced admiration of her screens. 




attractions. With a voyeuristic advantage, men, it appears, have far more control over and 
understanding of the sexual significance of observed artwork. 
Conversation seems to be a form of accomplishment over which, in this context, 
women, including Emma, have much more command. Lady Susan perhaps offers the best 
example of this control. Unabashedly lacking in accomplishments, she informs the reader: µ,I
I am vain of anything, it is of my eloquence. Consideration and Esteem as surely follow 
FRPPDQGRIODQJXDJHDVDGPLUDWLRQZDLWVRQ%HDXW\¶S+HUFRQYHUVDWLRQDOVNLOOV
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work in concert with her beauty to gain her the consideration, esteem and admiration she 
seeks. Perhaps no less, but differently, subversive, Northanger Abbey¶V Catherine Morland 
serves to send up convention in terms of conversation as an accomplishment (as well as 
literary snobEHU\5DWKHUWKDQHQJDJLQJLQµSUHWW\WDONLQJ¶SDQGPDNLQJHORTXHQW
displays of a mind cultivated by the appropriate kind of literature for women, she exhibits 
through conversation that she has been engaging in precisely the wrong kind of reading,62 and 
attracts Henry Tilney anyway. /LNH/DG\6XVDQDQG&DWKHULQH(OL]DEHWK%HQQHW¶V
conversation is rebellious. Using conversation to ironize, mock and challenge, rather than to 
please and allure, she defies the kind of instruction given by Dr Gregory who writes that, 
µ>W@KHJUHDWDUWRISOHDVLQJLQFRQYHUVDWLRQFRQVLVWVLQPDNLQJWKHFRPSDQ\SOHDVHGZLWK
themselves. You [women] will more readily hear than talk yourselves into their good 
JUDFHV¶63 
Overall, Pride and Prejudice RIIHUV$XVWHQ¶VPRVWH[WHQGHG meditation on 
accomplishments and particularly their role in relation to sexual attraction. Bingley, we learn, 
KDVµQHYHUKHDUGD\RXQJODG\VSRNHQRIIRUWKHILUVWWLPHZLWKRXWEHLQJLQIRUPHGWKDWVKH
ZDVYHU\DFFRPSOLVKHG¶WKHZRPHQKHKHDUVRIµDOOSaint tables, cover skreens, and net 
SXUVHV¶SS-%HLQJRQHRIVRFLHW\¶VPRVWHOLJLEOHEDFKHORUVLWLVLPSOLHGUHODWLRQVRI
marriageable young women are quick to present them to him as desirable through their 
accomplishments. In this scene, characters define what an accomplished woman is, using 
these descriptions as code for what they desire in a partner. While Bingley, easy to please, 
ZRXOGEHVDWLVILHGZLWKWKHDERYHGHVFULSWLRQ'DUF\µFRPSUHKHQG>V@DJUHDWGHDOLQ>KLV@LGHD
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of an accomplished ZRPDQ¶S(DJHUWRVLWXDWH'DUF\¶VLGHDOEH\RQGWKHUHDFKRI
Elizabeth, Miss Bingley creates one on his behalf: 
A woman must have a thorough knowledge of music, singing, drawing, dancing, and 
the modern languages, to deserve the word; and besides all this, she must possess a 
certain something in her air and manner of walking, the tone of her voice, her address 
and expressions, or the word will be but half deserved.  
Darcy both underscores and undercuts Miss Bingley by adding the caveat that µto all this she 
must yet add something more substantial, in the improvement of her mind by extensive 
UHDGLQJ¶S7KHLQWHOOHFWXDOVXEVWDQFH RIDZRPDQDVZHVHHLQ'DUF\¶VFRXUWVKLSRI
Elizabeth, is a cornerstone of what he finds desirable. Significantly, the only named woman 
LQWKLVVFHQHWRPHHWDOORIWKHDERYHFULWHULDLV'DUF\¶VVLVWHUZKRDFFRUGLQJWR0LVV%LQJOH\
LVµH[WUHPHO\DFFRPSOLVKHGIRUKHUDJH¶%\LPSOLFDWLRQWKHRQO\ZRPDQLQIDFWJRRGHQRXJK




upholding the notion that Georgiana in theory, if not in actuality, represents his ideal woman. 
His comparison suggests the conflict between the ideal of femininity he should desire and his 
actual desire for Elizabeth.  
While accomplishments cannot replace physical desirability, Austen shows, they are 
nonetheless irrevocably associated with and suggestive of female sexuality. What is at stake, 
then, when women are not aware of this connection, or do not possess any accomplishments? 
,QPDQ\FDVHVLWVHHPVWKDWZRPHQ¶VOHYHORIDFFRPSOLVKPent matches their awareness of 
and control over their sexuality. Mary Bennet, studiedly accomplished, naively endeavours to 
take control of her sexual destiny, aggressively asserting her attractions for all to see. Austen 






Emma, by contrast, has a more casual relationship with her accomplishments and only a loose 
appreciation of thHLUVH[XDOPHDQLQJµ(PPD¶VODFNRIGLOLJHQFH¶$UPVWURQJZULWHVµSURYHV
DYLUWXHDUHIXVDOWREHZULWWHQE\FXOWXUH¶64 Equally however it amounts to a detrimental 
lack of understanding of the culture of accomplishments and sexuality, leaving her prone to 
misinterpretations. Lady Susan deems Frederica µFKDUPLQJO\DUWOHVVLQKHUGLVSOD\¶EXW
F\QLFDOO\DVVHUWVWKDWµ$UWOHVVQHVVZLOOQHYHUGRLQ/RYHPDWWHUVDQGWKDWJLUOLVERUQD
VLPSOHWRQZKRKDVLWHLWKHUE\QDWXUHRUDIIHFWDWLRQ¶S The resistant and completely 
unaccomplished Catherine Morland perhaps best represents this artlessness. Whilst she is 
keen to have her new-found bloom recognised, she does not possess the means to try to 
regulate her desirability. Men are therefore able to interpret &DWKHULQH¶VVH[XDOLW\DVWKH\
FKRRVH7KLVODFNRIVH[XDODJHQF\LVILJXUDWLYHO\VKRZQLQ7KRUSH¶VYLUWXDODEGXFWLRQRIKHU
in which Catherine is powerless to escape and join the true object of her desire.  
8QOLNHZRPHQZKRDUHYXOQHUDEOHLQWKHLUµDUWOHVVQHVV¶IURPDSRVLWLRQRINHHQ
awareness Fanny Price desires not to perform or exhibit, engaging in needlework as a kind of 
sexual refuge. Rozsika Parker describes the image of a woman at needlework as partly at 
RGGVZLWK)DQQ\¶VLQWHQWLRQV 
Eyes lowered, head bent, shoulders hunched ± the position signifies repression and 
VXEMXJDWLRQ\HWWKHHPEURLGHUHU¶VVLOHQFHKHUFRQFHQWUDWLRQDOVRVXJJHVWVDVHOI-
containment, a kind of autonomy. 
The silent embroiderer has, however, become a part of a stereotype of femininity 
in which the self-containment of the woman sewing is interpreted as seductiveness 
>«@LQWHUPVRIWKHVWHUHRW\SHLWLVDVH[XDOSOR\,IDZRPDQVLWVVLOHQWO\VHZLQJVKH
is silently asking for the silence to be broken.65 
Despite needlework being a private, introspective occupation for Fanny, she falls victims to 
these multiple interpretations when Crawford, like Parker describes, views her activity in a 
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needlework in this way, Crawford shows how pervasively culture viewed the inherence of 
sexuality in accomplishments. By rendering her artlessness artful, he robs Fanny of the ability 
to define her own sexuality.  
&UDZIRUG¶VDFWRIZDWFKLQJ)DQQ\DVVKHVHZVDFWVDVDYLRODWLRQRIWKHFRQWHPSRUDU\
rhetoric of women being active agents, able to bestow their accomplishments on a partner. 
Writers in 7KH/DG\¶V0DJD]LQH present images of such women, including one who 
µPHGLWDW>HV@RQZKRPVKHVKRXOGEHVWRZKHULQYDOXDEOHDFFRPSOLVKPHQWV¶66 and another 
who XSRQPDUU\LQJLVVDLGWRKDYHµGLVSRVHGRIKHUDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVWRWKHSUHVHQWELVKRS¶67 
7KHPRPHQWVLQ$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQLQZKLFKPHQREVHUYHRUMRLQZRPHQLQH[HFXWLQJWKHLU
accomplishments serve as prefatory, symbolic acts of this marital disposing/bestowing. As 
Fanny does not offer Crawford any accomplishments to watch freely, or share in, he has to 
steal from her private occupations. He does this literally in one scene by taking the book she 
is reading and transforming its use, example-like, into one of performance. There are 
characters who far more willingly offer up their accomplishments. As previously discussed, a 
sense of detachment is established early on with regards to the accomplishments the Miss 
Bertrams, Musgroves and Beauforts bring from school. With apparently little investment in 
their accomplishments, performances are liberally made by these characters for arrays of 
different suitors. In contrast, Elinor and Marianne invest effort and place value in their 
accomplishments and they share them with men who they are near-certain they will marry. 
Writing of Marianne and Willoughby, 6HOZ\QUHIHUVWRWKHLUµLQWLPDWHLQWHUWZLQLQJRI>«@
YRFDOOLQHV¶ZKLFKKHSHUFHLYHV$XVWHQPD\KDYHIRXQGµDOPRVWWRRLQWLPDWH¶68 Rather than 




 µ6LQJXODU&KDUDFWHURIWKH5HY0U*HRUJH+DUYHVW¶7KH/DG\¶V0DJD]ine XVII (July, 1796): 323.  
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any sexual aversion on the part of the author,69 the discomfort here lies in the ill-intentioned 
Willoughby not just observing but manipulating meaningful female performance. Ultimately, 
Austen does not endorse, but simply recognises, the system whereby women use 
accomplishments to have some control over their sexuality. What she shows in these 
LQVWDQFHVRIµEHVWRZLQJ¶LVWKDWDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVHVVHQWLDOO\DUHQRWfor women. In not being 
µWKHLUV¶DFFRPSOLVKPHQWVDVDGRPDLQIRUWKHFRGHGDUWLFXODWLRQRIIHPDOHVH[XDOLW\DUH
vulnerable to male manipulation. They act as culturally-designed offerings for men that, 
problematically, as Mary Bennet and others show, women often invest their leisure in 
assiduously labouring to procure.  
Anxiety, surveillance and (f)utility  
$XVWHQ¶VRYHUDOOFULWLTXHRIDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVOLNHWKHLUSXUSRVHLQOHLVXUHLVWZRIROG2QWKH
one hand, as I have argued, Austen demonstrates that accomplishments serve to conjure the 
illusion of desirable femininity. On the other, she shows, they are quite simply activity for 
DFWLYLW\¶VVDNH$UPVWURQJZKLOHQRWSODFLQJSDUWLFXODUHPSKDVLVRQDFFRPSOLVhments, has 
SDLQWHGDSRUWUDLWRIZRPHQ¶VGRPHVWLFOLIHLQWKLVHUDDVGHILQHGE\DSUHFDULRXVO\EDODQFHG
level of constant activity. To be too leisured was, for a middle-class woman, to be akin to 
abhorrent aristocratic indolence; to be too laboured was, however, to be comparable to the 
µPRUDOO\EDQNUXSW¶XQIHPLQLQHZRUNLQJFODVV&RQGXFWERRNVDGGUHVVHGWKHµPRUDO
FRQWLQXXP¶EHWZHHQODERXUDQGOHLVXUH$UPVWURQJZULWHVE\µFUHDW>LQJ@DQew category of 
ODERU¶ specifically-formed for the feminine ideal.70 Selwyn, too, qualifies our conception of 
WKHWHUPµOHLVXUH¶ZKHQDSSOLHGWR$XVWHQ¶VHUDDQGVRFLDOFODVVH[SODLQLQJWKDWLWLPSOLHVDQ
XQGHUFXUUHQWRIUHOHQWOHVVDFWLYLW\,QDWWULEXWLQJ$XVWHQ¶VLQWHUHVWLQZRPHQ¶VOHLVXUH
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DFWLYLWLHVWRXVLQJWKHPDVµDQLQGLFDWLRQRIFKDUDFWHU¶71 he nevertheless fails to show what 
$XVWHQUHDOO\PHDQVZKHQUHIHUHQFHVWR(PPD¶VµUHFRXUVHWRKHUZRUN-EDVNHW¶SIRU
example, abruptly intrude upon the narrative. In this particular moment, Emma, though in the 
midst of an emotionally-taxing conversation and, according to Mr Knightley and Mrs 
Weston, resistant to serious application, is working. She is engaged in what has aptly been 
WHUPHGµFRQVSLFXRXVOHLVXUH¶WKHQHHGWRVKRZRQHVHOIDVFRQVWDQWO\EXV\ZKLOVWUHPDLQLQg 
within the boundaries of what might be outwardly perceived as leisure.72 5HDGLQJ$XVWHQ¶V
QRYHOVLWDSSHDUVWUXHWKHQWKDWDV$UPVWURQJVXJJHVWVWKHFRQGXFWERRNV¶µdomestic 
ZRPDQ¶in some respect µEHFDPHDIXQFWLRQRIHDFKLQGLYLGXDO¶VSV\FKLFOLIH¶73 However, 
this figure, to the extent that it symbolises the correct level of activity in the home, is one that 
induces anxiety.  
9LFNHU\FUHDWLQJDSDUDGLJPWKDWRIIHUVLQVLJKWLQWRZRPHQ¶VGRPHVWLFDFWLYLW\LQ
Austen, has shed light on the fact that the JHQWHHOKRXVHNHHSHUµused art to conceal her 
LQGXVWU\¶LQWKHKRPH+HUZRUNVHHNVWRUHFWLI\SRVWHULW\¶VWUHDWPHQWRIWKHµHVWDEOLVKHG
LQVWLWXWLRQ¶RIµIHPDOHPDQDJHPHQW¶LQWKH*HRUJLDQKRXVHKROG/LWWOHUHFRJQLWLRQKDVVRIDU
been granted, Vickery asserWVWRWKHODERXUVPDVNHGEHQHDWKZRPHQ¶VSURMHFWHGLPDJHRI
tranquil domesticity.74 :KLOH(PPD:RRGKRXVHDQG$QQH(OOLRW¶VEXV\QHVVLQWKHQRYHOV
reveals their knowledge of the social expectation for them to be appropriately active, like the 
household managers Vickery investigates, they seem to put work into making these 
RFFXSDWLRQVDSSHDUXQODERXUHG(PPD¶VIXULRXVSUDFWLVLQJLQRUGHUWRLPSURYHKHU
subsequent musical displays is, for instance, intentionally in private. Both of these heroines 
also refuse to acknowledge the difficulties of their nursing duties. Emma shows only patience 
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clambering over her whilst she tends to his brother. Austen, I argue, is interested in the 
psychic costs of needing to be constantly occupied in leisure to a defined and precarious 
degree, whilst masking the labour that goes into doing so in the name of feminine refinement. 
Austen examines this anxiety of leisure within an overarching survey of the lifecycle 
of female domestic activity. This lifecycle is marked by stages in which accomplishments 
seem to shift in their social signification. I begin by looking at accomplishments in their 
earliest state as points of anxiety to the young, marriageable women who must practise them. 
3URYLQJWKDWIHPDOHOHLVXUHLVDWWKHVHUYLFHRIFXOWXUHDQGQRWZRPHQ¶VRZQ
accomplishments subsequently transition into being either implements of social utility or 
discarded altogether in later life. Turning to the subject of utility, I look at how the need to 
prove oneself to be useful was, in the eighteenth century, a masculine discourse that Austen 
pointedly appropriates in a feminine context. Austenian female utility describes, in one 
respect, the repurposing of accomplishments for broader social ends once these activities 
have failed to attract a husband and so fulfil their initial purpose; we see this with Anne 
(OOLRW¶VVHUYLOHSLDQR-playing, for example. Yet, in its more general sense, utility is a 
representaWLYHWHUPIRUZRPHQ¶VQHHGWRUHPDLQDFWLYHWKDWLQLWVYDJXHQHVVLVHTXDOO\LIQRW
more, anxiety-inducing than the rigorously-defined system of accomplishments. As I go on to 
show, the anxiety felt by women tasked with being accomplished or useful is rendered more 
acute by the principles of surveillance deployed in the household. Young women in 
particular, it is suggested, are observed closely to ensure they are suitably employed. Lastly, 
this section will explore the issue of throwing away accomplishments on the event of 
marriage. By reminding us that it is women who, in theory, have most successfully used their 






Designed as the principal means of occupying young women, accomplishments 
EHFRPHEDURPHWHUVIRUWKHFRUUHFWOHYHORIGRPHVWLFDFWLYLW\:RPHQ¶VGHJUHHRI
DFFRPSOLVKPHQWVLJQLILHVWKHUHIRUHWKHLUSRVLWLRQRQWKHµPRUDOFRQWLQXXP¶EHWZHHQODERXU
and leisure. Mary Bennet and Jane Fairfax are amongst those who demonstrate problematic 
over-exertion. Mary is not a naturally talented performer; a great deal of work has gone into 
earning her proficiency in music. This effort is evidenced in performances that appear self-
DZDUHDQGODERXUHGWRRQORRNHUV$VWKHQDUUDWRUGHVFULEHVVKHµKDGQHLWKHUJHQLXVQRUWDVWH
and though vanity had given her application, it had given her likewise a pedantic air and 
conceited PDQQHU¶SHer displays advertise the unfeminine labour of her leisure and 
XQGHUPLQHDFFRPSOLVKPHQWV¶VWDWXVDVQDWXUDOH[SUHVVLRQVRIIHPLQLQLW\&RQYHUVHO\ZKLOH
Jane Fairfax also practises extensively, she enhances what appears to society to be her natural 
gifts. With her ease of portraying a heightened skillset, she appears to represent the ideal 
level of female domestic activity. This is the case until the episode in which ± perhaps 
foreshadowing her seemingly likely future as a working woman ± she is overworked by her 




she shows signs of physical strain suggestive of the bodily wear that might be experienced by 
someone who manually labours. Momentarily shattering her alluring feminine image, in its 
increasing coarseness her voice aurally evokes the unfeminine figure of the working-class 
woman. 
0RUHRIWHQLQ$XVWHQ¶VZRUNKRZHYHUWKHUHLVDFRQFHUQWKDW\RXQJZRPHQKDYH
been insufficiently rather than overly active. The anxiety of Catherine 0RUODQG¶VVLWXDWLRQ






everything²a time for balls and plays, and a time for work¶ (p. 224). Catherine is so opposed 
to domestic activity that she rejects even the foundational activity of needlework (here termed 
µZRUN¶E\$XVWHQ75 ZLWKZKLFKHYHQWKHVXSSRVHGO\XQDFFRPSOLVKHGZRPHQLQ$XVWHQ¶V
fiction fill their time. In Pride and Prejudice, the Bennet girls collectively represent a range 
of positions along the barometer of activity: Lydia (dangerously inactive) and Mary 
(shamefully over-exerted) are the two opposing extremes. Elizabeth, satisfactorily 
accomplished in music, but not to a degree in which she excels, falls just short of the 




practice in a separate part of house to where Elizabeth might again perform. Elizabeth should 
strive to improve her public performances, Lady Catherine implies, whilst maintaining a 
distinction between these attractive displays and the labour necessary for their successful 
execution. Instead of worrying about concealing the work that would go into improving her 
abilities, Elizabeth is content with her accomplishment level as it is. While Catherine avoids 
anxiety by avoiding accomplishments, Elizabeth is shrewdly aware of this system. Darcy 
REVHUYHVWKDWVKHLVXQZLOOLQJWRµSHUIRUPWRVWUDQJHUV¶S7KLVVWDWHPHQWLVWUXHLQWKH
sense that for Elizabeth, performance is not an exercise in putting forward the skills that she 
knows and declares are imperfect for public judgment. In pre-HPSWLQJKHUDXGLHQFH¶V
reaction, she negates VRFLHW\¶VDELOLW\WRFRQGHPQWKHLQVXIILFLHQF\RIKHUDSSOLFDWLRQGXULQJ
leisure. 
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Emma has been likened to Elizabeth as one whose amount of leisure is not reflected 
in her level of accomplishment,76 EXW(PPD¶VKDQGOLQJRIWKLVLQFRQVLVWHQF\LVYHU\GLIIHUHQW
WR(OL]DEHWK¶VFRRODFFHSWDQFHRIKHURZQGHILFLHQF\,QWKHVFHQHGLVFXVVHGDERYH(PPDLQ
a reverse move to Elizabeth, punishingly practises the piano in private in order to be able to 
repair the public image of her leisure. For Emma, this activity is not about enhancing her 
ability to allure through accomplishments, it is a sign of her concern for PHHWLQJRWKHUV¶
expectations of how she should be occupying her time. Emma KDVµYHU\OLWWOHLQWHQWLRQRI
HYHUPDUU\LQJ¶SDVWDWHPHQWWKDWKHUIULHQGVGLVPLVVEHOLHYLQJLWWRPHDQµQRWKLQJDW
DOO¶S 39). Outwardly assumed to be on the marriage market, her leisure must remain 
targeted towards honing accomplishments or she faces criticism from those closest to her for 
QRWµVXEPLW>WLQJ@WRDQ\WKLQJUHTXLULQJLQGXVWU\DQGSDWLHQFH¶LQWKLVILHOGS3ULYDWHO\
viewing herself as permanently single, Emma is caught between two definitions of female 
leisure and struggles to contend with both. Whilst dealing with external expectations and the 
accompanying anxiety of accomplishments, she additionally faces her own adoption of a 
spinster-like concern with being useful. 
Through Emma and others, Austen renders social utility, a cornerstone of the 
eighteenth-century ideal of masculinity, a predominantly feminine discourse in her fiction. 
Advice literature for young men in this period insisted that they should steer themselves 
WRZDUGVDOLIHRISXEOLFXWLOLW\-$LNLQ¶VLetters from a Father to His Son (1800) places the 
µHVVHQFH¶RIPDOHYLUWXHµLQXWLOLW\¶KHZULWHVWKDWµWKHWUXHPHDQLQJRIOLIHLVQRWWLPHEXW
XWLOLW\DQGHQMR\PHQW¶77 This utility was intended to benefit wider society and bore close 
UHODWLRQWRPHQ¶VULJKWWRFLWL]HQVKLS$V.DUHQ+DUYH\H[SODLQVPDOHµLGHQWLW\ZDVWLHG
increasingly closely to ideas of political citizenship, the public good of society, and public-
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spirited contributions of the household WRWKHQDWLRQDOHFRQRP\¶78 With her male characters 
Austen marks her recognition of utility as a concern that was generally conceived to be 
masculine. Mansfield Park¶V(GPXQGLVGHVFULEHGDVKDYLQJ µstrong good sense and 
uprightness of mind, bid most fairl\IRUXWLOLW\KRQRXUDQGKDSSLQHVV¶SZKHUHDV
&UDZIRUGIHHOVDVKDPHGRIKLVOLIHVW\OHLQFRPSDULVRQWRWKHµJORU\RIKHURLVPRIXVHIXOQHVV
RIH[HUWLRQ¶ exhibited by William Price (p. 219). Edward Ferrars fails so entirely in being 
useful that he is tellingly portrayed as emasculated, possessing archetypical feminine 
qualities, such as a fondness for home and a disinclination for the ambitious and public life 
his family wish for him. Alongside these examples, Austen reveals a prevailing interest in the 
concept of usefulness in relation to women. Lady Catherine, for instance, instructing Mr 
&ROOLQVRQWKHVRUWRIZLIHWRVHHNDGYLVHVWKDWµfor your own [sake], let her be an active, 
useful VRUWRISHUVRQ¶ (p. 103). Against the backdrop of utility as public and masculine, 
Austen re-establishes this discourse in a feminine, domestic framework. She makes utility the 
motivating force driving the active leisure of characters who for one reason or another 
eschew a preoccupation with ornamental accomplishments.  
The desire of being useful to others is, unrelentingly, the impetus of Anne Elliot and 
)DQQ\3ULFH¶VOHLVXUHWLPH,QMansfield ParkWKHWHUPµXVHIXO¶DQGLWVYDULDQWVUHFXULQ
relation to Fanny and later her sister, Susan, almost to a parodic degree. Fanny feels a 
µORQJLQJWREHXVHIXO¶ (p. 401), is fretful when she is µXQDEOHWR>«@HYHQIDQF\KHUVHOI
XVHIXO¶ (p. 416), and is to be superseded at Mansfield Park by Susan who is selected on the 
EDVLVRIKHUµLQFOLQDWLRQIRUXVHIXOQHVV¶S7KLV obsession with utility signals both 
)DQQ\¶VDPELJXRXVWHQXRXVSRVLWLRQRIVHUYLOLW\LQWKHKRXVHKROGDQGKHUDQ[LHW\WRUHPDLQ
constructively active in light of her avoidance of accomplishments. As far as it relates to 
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KRSHOHVVQHVV¶ (p. 28) DQG6LU:DOWHUKDVQRµKRSH>«@RIHYHUUHDGLQJKHUQDPHLQDQ\RWKHU
SDJHRIKLVIDYRXULWHZRUN¶ (pp. 7-8), the Baronetage, in which Elliot marriages are 
GRFXPHQWHG$QQH¶VDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVDUHWKHUHIRUHSXWWRWKHXVHRIWKH\RXQJODGLHVZKR
are marriageDEOH6KHKDVµTXLWHJLYHQXSGDQFLQJ¶DQGDSSDUHQWO\µQHYHUWLUHGRISOD\LQJ¶
the piano (p. 67), frequently facilitates the displays of others. In an inversion of 
DFFRPSOLVKPHQWV¶SULPDU\SXUSRVHEHLQJWRSURPRWHRQH¶VRZQGHVLUDELOLW\VKHDVVLVWVRWKHU 
women in showcasing their attractions. Her usefulness also extends to the more quotidian 
needs of others, acting in a supporting role to Mary in her responsibilities as mother, wife and 
KRXVHNHHSHU:KHQ&KDUOHVLVLQMXUHG$QQHLVµRIWKHILUVWXWLOLW\WRWKHFKLOG¶LQKLVUHFRYHU\
(p. 55). John Wiltshire suggests that nursing in Persuasion LVµOLQNHGQRWRQO\ZLWK
IHPDOHQHVVEXWZLWKVRFLDOPDUJLQDOLW\¶79 Anne is certainly marginalised by nursing, but I 
would carry this point further. Because she is simply filling in for feminine deficiencies and 
QHYHUDVVHUWLQJKHUSUHVHQFH$QQH¶VXWLOLW\UHQGHUVKHUOLNH)DQQ\DOPRVWLQYLVLEOHIRUWKH
majority of the novel. This elision of self is antithetical to the notion of utility which, in its 
masculine guise, allows men to assert themselves as public citizens. 
In contrast to these two heroines, Emma strives to have agency in and asks for societal 
recognition of her attempts at utility. Seeking to bypass the obligation to partake in 
µ>Z@RPDQ¶VXVXDORFFXSDWLRQVRIH\HDQGKDQGDQGPLQG¶S(PPDVHWVKHUVHOIWKH
challenge of finding ways to be useful to other women. Her leisure, like that of Fanny and 
$QQHLVDWWKHVHUYLFHRIRWKHUZRPHQ¶VOHLVXUHZLWK+DUULHWEHLQJFKRVHQµDV>WKH@RQHWR
whom she could EHXVHIXO¶S%\JLYLQJKHUµDOLWWOHSROLVK¶SLQKHUGLVSOD\V
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Emma tries to give Harriet a better chance on the marriage market and helps her to exhibit 
that her time has been well spent. This seemingly altruistic behaviour is, nonetheless, at the 
VHUYLFHRI(PPD¶VJUDQGHUVFKHPHRIDFWLYLW\IRUKHURZQOHLVXUHPDWFKPDNLQJ5DWKHUWKDQ
being reactive to the needs of others, Emma challenges the lack of agency implicit in female 
utility, carving out the grounds on which she chooses to be useful. More subversive still, she 
demands public recognition of her utility, seeking appreciation for her efforts with Harriet as 
well as previous matchmaking success. This desire throughout to foreground her facilitative 
role in courtship is self-assertive in a way that is almost akin to masculine utility. Yet it also 
signals her anxiety in not having social approval for her alternative activity. To Emma, 









acute. Not only must she endeavour to remain busy in a useful sense, but she has to contend 
with the burden of knowing that her leisure is fundamentally rebellious. 
The anxiety young women evidence in terms of their desire to be accomplished, 
useful, or both, is made more intense by the dynamics of surveillance at work in AXVWHQ¶V
ILFWLRQDOKRXVHKROGV6FKRODUVRIGRPHVWLFLW\KDYHLGHQWLILHGWKDWZRPHQ¶VUROHVLQUHODWLRQWR
VXUYHLOODQFHZHUHPDQLIROGDQGFRPSOH[µ6XSHUYLVLRQ¶$UPVWURQJZULWHVµSUHVXPDEO\
made all the difference between amusements that led to corruption and forms of leisure that 
RFFXSLHGDZRPDQFRQVWUXFWLYHO\¶80 In accordance with this claim, young women feature 
KHDYLO\LQ$XVWHQ¶VZRUNDVREMHFWVRIVXSHUYLVLRQ$XVWHQDOVRGHSLFWVWKHFRXQWHUSDUWILJXUH
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of the domestic overseer, a model of womanhood that figures in the research of Davidoff and 
Hall, Armstrong and Vickery. Overall, they convey a portrait of the female surveyor as 
empowered, yet under strain, acting as a manager of both household morality and economy. 
A third, more subtle suggestion in these studies is the idea of the young woman, who, 
observed in her conduct, in turn observes her overseer in order to learn the methods of 
surveillance. Vickery, for example, cites one of the reasons for girls being taught needlework 
as so that when in charge RIWKHKRXVHKROGWKH\µFRXOGFRPPDQGLWLQRWKHUV¶81 Emma seems 
to embody the totality of these surveillance roles. Whilst still observed from a distance by Mr 
.QLJKWOH\VKHDOVRµSUHPDWXUHO\WDNHVRQWKHUROHRIGRPHVWLFVXSHUYLVRU¶82 Having had no 
real SDWWHUQRIVXSHUYLVLRQIURPZKLFKWROHDUQ0UV:HVWRQDOZD\VEHKDYHGµless as a 
JRYHUQHVVWKDQDIULHQG¶ (p. 7)), Emma attempts to survey her social circle without really 
µVHHLQJ¶DQGLQEHLQJWKXVSUHRFFXSLHGLVXQDZDUHRIKRZVKHKHUVHOILVEHLQJSHUceived.  
&RPSDUHGZLWKRWKHUQRYHOVRIWKHSHULRG$XVWHQ¶VZRUNVKRZVOLWWOHLQWHUHVWLQWKH
traditional surveillance relationship between a young girl and mentor figure. As Spencer has 
argued, Austen seems consciously to move on from the prominent featuring of this 
relationship that we see in the novels of Frances Burney, for example.83 Burney depicts 
heroines who are dogged by mentors throughout their narrative journeys, from the 
eponymous Evelina and her duty to produce reports for her guardian, Villars, to The 
Wanderer¶V-XOLHWDQGKHULQHIIHFWXDOORYHU-mentor, Harleigh. Austen instead presents 
unheeded, occasional overseers of heroines in the form of characters such as Lady Catherine, 
Mr Knightley and Mrs Morland. These guardians have not been armed with the same 
SHUVLVWHQFHRUFRQWUROOLQJGULYHDVWKRVHLQ%XUQH\¶VILFWLRQ,QIDFWVXFKLV$XVWHQ¶V
disregard for overbearing mentorship that much of the plot, and the title of Persuasion, is 
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founded on the past folly of heroine guidance. Mrs Norris is perhaps the exception in terms of 
KHUPDQQHURIREVHUYDWLRQ7R0UV1RUULV)DQQ\¶VOHLVXUHLVQHLWKHUGHOLFDWHQRUSUHFDULRXV
VKHGRHVQRWPLQGKHUODERXULQJDQGEHFRPLQJµWLUHGDQGIDJJHG¶(p. 247) to an unfeminine 
degree. Her overseeing of Fanny and the anxiety she projects pertain, however, to the 
position of servitude she tries to instil, rather than to Fanny as an important female 
UHSUHVHQWDWLYHRIWKHKRXVHKROG7KHPDLQSXUSRVHRI$XVWHQ¶VRYHUseers is to remind us that, 
WKRXJKQRWRYHUWO\$XVWHQ¶VKHURLQHVDUHLQGHHGEHLQJREVHUYHG6SRUDGLFVSHHFKHVIURP
mentor-figures on the subject of appropriate female conduct, moreover, alert us to the current 
of anxiety that underpins the leisure of the women that are overseen.  
$XVWHQ¶VPRVWH[WHQGHGLQWHUHVWRQWKHVXEMHFWRIVXUYHLOODQFHLVLQKHURLQHVDV
domestic surveyors-in-training. Fanny and Anne, who are each furnished with examples of 
how not to oversee, absorb their surroundings from the vantage point of their removed 
domestic positions. The results RI$QQH¶VTXLHWVXUYHLOODQFHDUHXQYHLOHGLQKHUDELOLW\WR
DGDSWDSSURSULDWHO\LQVLWXDWLRQVWRVXSSRUWXQVHHQWKHµVHHQ¶DFWLYLWLHVRIRWKHUVVXFKDVWKH
0XVJURYHV¶FRXUWVKLSULWXDOVDQG0DU\¶Vmothering. Her knowledge and appropriateness as a 
GRPHVWLFRYHUVHHULVDGGLWLRQDOO\VKRZQLQKHULJQRUHGµVFKHPHRIUHWUHQFKPHQW¶SIRU
WKH(OOLRWIDPLO\,QKHULQWHQVLYHREVHUYDWLRQ)DQQ\WKHµTXLHWO\VHHLQJVSHFWDWRURIRWKHUV¶
DFWLYLWLHV¶84 is in effect the rival overseer at Mansfield Park to Mrs Norris. Deeply 
uncomfortable with display and being observed herself, Fanny opts for the unseen activity of 
XVHIXOO\ZDWFKLQJRYHURWKHUVFRXQWHUDFWLQJ0UV1RUULV¶HIIRUWVWKDWDUHERWKFRQVSLFXRXV
and unhelpful. Fanny makes subtle reports of her surveillance to Edmund who has schooled 
KHULQWKLVDFWLYLW\,QORVLQJ(GPXQG¶VDWWHQWLRQWRWKHDWWUDFWLRQVRI0DU\&UDZIRUGVKH
loses her entire audience and the validation she sought for her views on that which she 
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disempowered, socially-marginalised figures that do not accord with the image of the 
empowered authoritarian of leisure Armstrong, in particular, suggests.  
Although Anne and Fanny are side-lined through utility, it is also true that as a result 
of their abilities in surveillance they are eventually recognised by both wider society and the 
objects of their love. Edmund and Wentworth come to value them for their embodiment of 
the µpeculiar combination of invisibility and vigilance personified in the [ideal] domestic 
ZRPDQ¶85 7KHLUPDULWDOXQLRQVVHUYHWRUHIOHFWWKDWDV9LFNHU\DVVHUWVµ>W@KHGHVLUHIRUD
prudent household manager had long been a real consiGHUDWLRQLQPDOHFRXUWVKLSGHFLVLRQV¶86 
Yet it is only once the women to whom Fanny and Anne have played supportive roles ± Mary 
Crawford and Louisa ± are removed as obstacles, along with their accompanying alluring 
accomplishments, that Edmund and Wentworth consider them to be marriage-worthy. Anne 
and Fanny may be seen to triumph in the end by having strived to be useful, achieving the 
romantic notice of and marrying the men they desire, but this is not until they have endured 
long periods of pain and anxiety. In both having been the means of burying and later 
VXUIDFLQJ$XVWHQ¶VKHURLQHVXWLOLW\LVVKRZQE\WKHHQGRIMansfield Park and Persuasion to 
be at best a double-edged pursuit. 
Although not subjected to social scrutiny to the same extent as younger women, 
$XVWHQ¶VROGHUIHPDOHFKDUDFWHUVWRRVKRZDSUHRFFXSDWLRQZLWKXWLOLW\DQGPDLQWDLQLQJWKH
correct level of activity at home. Lady Bertram, officially the female head of her household 
and ostensibly its FKLHIVXUYH\RULVFRQVWDQWO\DOEHLWQRWVWUHQXRXVO\DWZRUNµ6KHZDVD
ZRPDQZKRVSHQWKHUGD\VLQVLWWLQJ>«@GRLQJVRPHORQJSLHFHRIQHHGOHZRUNRIOLWWOHXVH
DQGQREHDXW\¶$XVWHQLQIRUPVXVS7KHDQ[LHW\-combating purpose of this incessant 
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carpet ZRUN¶, seemingly in order pre-emptively to disarm any accusations of indolence. 
Owing to his frequent absences both in town and the Caribbean, Lady Bertram¶VKXVEDQGDQG




RIWKHLUHGXFDWLRQS%\LPSOLFDWLRQFDUSHWZRUNDQGµPDQ\\DUGVRIIULQJH¶ (p. 167) 
serve as physical accounts of time spent in appropriate feminine occupation that, in the 
intangibility of their output, being more proactive in motherhood could not suffice to replace.  
 If even the securely-positioned Lady Bertram faces an anxiety of activity, then, 
Austen shows us, the situation of spinsters with regards to their occupation is near-
excruciating. Owing to her status, Miss Bates is more precariously socially situated than the 
married Mrs Bennet, or widowed Mrs Jennings and Mrs Norris, for instance, who have 
acquired the relevant social freedoms to be able to partake in matchmaking and household 
PDQDJHPHQW$OWKRXJKµKHUPLGGOHRIOLIHZDVGHYRWHGWRWKHFDUHRIDIDLOLQJPRWKHUDQG
WKHHQGHDYRXUWRPDNHDVPDOOLQFRPHJRDVIDUDVSRVVLEOH¶ (p. 22), Miss Bates does not 
possess any particular means to be conspicuously and publicly useful. Her anxiety on these 
grounds and non-specific desire to be of use often erupt in an over-communication of 
information. This nervous garrulity relates most often to her correspondence with her niece, 
-DQH6KHUHDGV-DQH¶VOHWWHUVDORXGWRYLVLWRUVDQGIRUKHUPRWKHUZKRDSSDUHQWO\µFDQ
QHYHUKHDU>«@>WKHP@RIWHQHQRXJK¶S(YH7DYRU%DQQHWH[SODLQVWKDWWKURXJKWKLV






promoting her interests and keeping her alive as a member of the community. Repeating her 
words so often in her performances of the letters, Miss Bates comes to live vicariously 
WKURXJKWKHDEVHQW-DQH7KLVµIRUPLGDEOH>«@LPDJH¶RIEHLQJµDQROGPDLGDWODVW¶SLV
what Emma reacts to, and seeks to disassociate herself from, by both socially deriding Miss 
Bates and forging her own scheme for ongoing utility.  
In Sanditon, Austen develops upon the theme of spinsterhood and its associated 
problems of leisure time. The Miss Parkers are comparable to Miss Bates in possessing a rage 
to be useful that is similarly misunderstood by their soFLDOFLUFOH7KHQRYHO¶VKHURLQH
&KDUORWWHLVDVWRQLVKHGE\ZKDWVKHWHUPVWKHLUµ8QDFFRXQWDEOH2IILFLRXVQHVV²Activity run 
PDG¶S+HUUHDFWLRQUHIOHFWVWKHH[WUHPLWLHVRIWKHLUEHKDYLRXUDV$XVWHQEULQJVWKH
issue of female domestic employment LQWRPXFKGDUNHUWHUULWRU\7KH0LVV3DUNHUVOLYHWRµEH
YHU\EXV\IRUWKH*RRGRIRWKHUV¶SDQGWKH\DUHVHHQLQWKHSORWWRPDNHWHQXRXVSODQV
aimed towards being useful for people they do not even know. Without this occupation or the 
hope of any RWKHUWKH\WXUQWRWKHEXVLQHVVRIµVHOI-GRFWRULQJ¶S7KH\GLDJQRVH
µ'LVRUGHUVDQG>ILQG@5HFRYHULHV>«@YHU\PXFKRXWRIWKHFRPPRQZD\¶S7KHLU
treatments at their most unsettling involve one sister, in what amounts to an act of self-abuse, 
XQQHFHVVDULO\µKD>YLQJ@WKUHH7HHWKGUDZQ¶UHVXOWLQJLQKHUµ1HUYHV>«@>EHLQJ@DJRRGGHDO
GHUDQJHG¶S$VZHOODVSURYLGLQJKHUPRVWWURXEOLQJGHSLFWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VVWUXJJOHWR
fill their time usefully, in Sanditon Austen is also the most openly critical about the reasons 
behind the strange behaviour she depicts. The bodily fixations of the Miss Parkers are, the 
QDUUDWRULQIRUPVXVµPRUHOLNHWKHDPXVHPHQWRIHDJHU Minds in want of employment than of 
actual afflictions and UHOLHI¶SThe sisters are sharp and capable, becoming involved in 
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areas as diverse as health and housing in the short narrative space in which they feature. Their 
pointless self-GHVWUXFWLYHQHVVLV$XVWHQ¶VUHVSRQVHWRDV\VWHPLQZKLFKVXFKZRPHQDUH
excluded from so much activity and yet expected to avoid indolence. This position is 
rendered more difficult for spinsters by the lack of a defined scheme of permissible pursuits 
and little real scope for their situation ever to be changed. 
As the examples I have looked at collectively reveal, in invoking the masculine 
GLVFRXUVHRIXWLOLW\$XVWHQVHHNVWRH[SRVHWKHFRPSDUDEOHIXWLOLW\RIZRPHQ¶VOHLVXUH7KH
hollow pursuits of Miss Bates and The Miss Parkers show that women, in endeavouring to be 
useful, are active only to show that their time obeys the correct definition of leisure. Austen 
XVHVWKHWHUPµXVHIXO¶LURQLFDOO\VLWXDWLQJKHUIHPDOHFKDUDFWHUV¶SXUVXLWVDJDLQVWDEDFNGURS
RIPDOHDFWLYLW\WKDWPRUHWUDGLWLRQDOO\DELGHVE\WKLVWHUP:HVHHPHQ¶VFRQVWUXFWLYHacts of 
utility in events as varied as Mr Elton going to the framers, Colonel Brandon securing a 
living for Edward and even Mr Bennet profitably introduces himself to Mr Bingley. While 
Mr Parker has the fortunes of the entire town of Sanditon to occupy him, his sisters oscillate 
between occupation with their bodies and the smaller concerns of others. Moreover, in 
VWULYLQJIRUSHUVRQDOXWLOLW\(PPDGDPDJHVRWKHUV¶UHJDUGIRUKHU$QQHDQG)DQQ\DOORZIRU
the enjoyment of others at their own expense; and Miss Bates is an avoided object of ridicule. 
0HQ¶VXVHIXOQHVVZKHWKHULQWKHVHQVHRIDFWXDOHPSOR\PHQWRUJHQHUDODFWVRISXEOLFXWLOLW\
is personally enhancing, affording them status and cementing their role as independent 
citizens. Conversely, wRPHQ¶VXWility comes in the form of acts of social obligation that 
reassert their state of dependence.88 Their desiring to be useful whilst having no access to the 
masculine social rewards of utility is, Austen observes, a harmful combination. 









The ultimate futility of female leisure is perhaps most pointedly shown, not in contrast 
to male pursuits, but in the references to discarded female accomplishments throughout 
$XVWHQ¶VZRUN+DYLQJEHHQDQRIWHQDQ[LHW\-inducing means of monitoring their activity 
throughout their youth, accomplishments are abandoned by the women who have 




although by her mother's account, she had played extremely well, and by her own was very 
IRQGRILW¶SS-37). Austen also momentarily draws our attention to the forgotten skills of 
0UV3DOPHUZKRVHµODQGVFDSHLQFRORXUHGVLONVRIKHUSHUIRUPDQFH¶KDQJVDERYH0UV
Jennings¶PDQWHOSLHFHS7KLV product of her accomplishment is an uncomfortable 
reminder of the role these skills once played in enhancing her beauty and attracting the 
passive-aggressive Mr Palmer. These acknowledgements of the inevitable abandonment of 
accomplishments set a precedent that is foreboding for several of AustHQ¶VZRPHQ)RU
Marianne and Jane Fairfax in particular, the discarding of accomplishments would equate, not 
to futile years of youthful anxiety, but to wasted craft, passion and means of self-expression.  
Different deployments of accomplishments and the re-imagination of leisure 
As well as drawing attention to the problematic nature of the cultural implementation of 
accomplishments, Austen uses them to suggest ways in which women might reconceive the 
purpose of their leisure. While sympathetic to her views$XVWHQ¶VWUHDWPHQWRI
accomplishments refuses to follow the pattern Wollstonecraft sets in direct opposition to 
FRQGXFWOLWHUDWXUH$XVWHQ¶VPRYHLQRWKHUZRUGVLVQRWWRFULWLFLVHWKHW\SHVRIDFWLYLW\






condemn individual activities themselves, but rather uses them as a means to critique the 
ideology of femininity for which they are culturally in service. Accomplishments, Austen 
shows, take either the form of being practised in youth in order to display an alluring model 
RIZRPDQKRRGRUDUHRWKHUZLVHXVHGLQSHUIRUPDQFHVRIXWLOLW\E\WKHµXQPDUULDJHDEOH¶
According to this contemporary deployment, these activities are instruments of subordination, 
rendering women servile to male desire, or else beings locked in a state of social futility. The 
unsettling scope of this homogenising model of female powerlessness is suggested by the 
LPSOLHGH[LVWHQFHRIDYDVWQHWZRUNRIZRPHQLQ$XVWHQ¶VZRUOGEH\RQGKHULPPHGLDWH
DWWHQWLRQWRKHURLQHV¶OLYHV1RQHWKHOHVVZLWKFHQWUDOFKDUDFWHUVVXFKDVWKHHOGHVW'DVKZRRG
sisters, Jane Fairfax and Persuasion¶V0UV6PLWK$XVWHQLQYHVWLJDWHVKRZDFFomplishments 
might provide a source of power and offer the potential for self-definition. Providing 
examples of the appropriation of accomplishments as a form of advantageous social cover, 
means of channelling artistic ability, or used in paid work, Austen promotes redefining and 
reclaiming these activities and by extension female leisure. 
$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQLVGLVWLQFWLYHLQLWVGHSOR\PHQWRIDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVDVDFRYHUIRU
female division rather than unity. Scenes of collaborative needlework traditionally present in 
ZRPHQ¶VILFWLRQDUHQRWLFHDEO\DEVHQWLQKHUZRUN,QVWHDG$XVWHQVKRZVXV&DWKHULQH
UHMHFWLQJ0UV0RUODQG¶VDWWHPSWWRLQYROYHKHULQVKDUHGQHHGOHZRUNDQG)DQQ\LVEXOOLHG
and given mundane, facilitative tasks in her work with Lady Bertram and Mrs Norris to mark 
KHUGLIIHUHQFH$QDQWLWKHWLFDOPHVVDJHLVJLYHQLQ-DQH%DUNHU¶VA Patch-Work Screen for the 










accidents such as smudging which only enhance their artistic input.89 Burney later 
complicates this image of ease and solidarity in The Wanderer, being interested like Austen 
LQIHPDOHULYDOU\$WWKHPLOOLQHU¶VVKRSWKHQRYHOVKRZVWKHVH[XDOULYDOU\EHWZHHQWKH
women who, exposed and observed in their needlework, vie for the attentions of the officers 
WRZKRPWKH\DUHµQDWXUDOSUH\¶90 Nonetheless these episodes take place outside the realms 
RIJHQWLOLW\ZLWKLQZKLFK$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQLVSULPDULO\VHW:KHQQHHGOHZRUNLVOHIWVROHO\WR
the genteel Gabriella and Juliet in The Wanderer it is a harmonious exercise that further seals 
WKHLUIULHQGVKLS)RU-XOLHWµ1RSULYDWLRQZDVKard, no toil was severe, no application was 
WHGLRXVZKLOHWKHIULHQGRIKHUKHDUWZDVE\KHUVLGH¶91 In Sense and Sensibility, when 
(OLQRU¶VMRLQV/XF\WRFRPSOHWHWKHSURMHFWRI$QQDPDULD¶VILOLJUHHEDVNHW$XVWHQKROGVD
distortive mirror up to this notion of sewing and female unity. Duplicitously, Elinor uses the 
supposed camaraderie in shared accomplishments to mask her intention to discover the truth 
RI/XF\¶VURPDQFHZLWK(GZDUG$OORZLQJ(OLQRUWRPDQLSXODWHWKLVDFWLYLW\$XVWHQ





Whilst evoking the tradition of female solidarity through joint needlework, this quotation 
signals for the knowing reader the actual disharmony between the two women and the 
discomfort of their necessarily close proximity. This description also acknowledges the 
outward appearance of the pair and the peaceful amicability they wish to project to onlookers. 
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/XF\DQG(OLQRUDUHLQGHHGµIRUZDUGLQJWKHVDPHZRUN¶EXWQot simply in producing the 
basket. Together, they also work to create a veneer beneath which they can communicate in 
confidence. In contrast to Burney and Barker, it is not shared work but the desire for a 
mutually beneficial conversation that motivates these characters to form, as it has been aptly 
WHUPHGDµFRPSHWLWLYHDOOLDQFH¶92 $XVWHQ¶VZRUN,KDYHVKRZQGHPRQVWUDWHVWKDW
designedly femininity is the illusory product of practising accomplishments. Here, her 
characters seem to exploit this illusion for personal benefit. In achieving this wider feminine 
goal, what brings these two characters together is temporarily of more importance than that 
which divides them. While Elinor and Lucy hide behind an image of diligent utility, Anne 
Elliot and Fanny are seen less premeditatedly to use accomplishments as social cover. Anne 
hides in plain sight, cloaking her turbulent emotions with a piano performance to which no 
one pays close attention, while Fanny regularly seeks to hide her distress behind the 
appearance of concentrating on domestic work. The need for these concealments once more 
VKRZVWKDWZRPHQ¶VOHLVXUHLVQHYHUWUXO\WKHLURZQ1HYHUWKHOHVVLQDOORZLQJZRPHQWR
make use of a psychic detachment from their accomplishments, Austen considers how even 
wiWKLWVFRQVWUDLQWVGRPHVWLFLW\PLJKWDIIRUGWLPHDQGVSDFHIRUZRPHQ¶VHPRWLRQDOQHHGV 
This instance of detached application is, however, by no means representative of 
Sense and Sensibility¶VDWWLWXGHWRDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVRQWKHZKROH7KH'DVKZRRGJLUOVZe 
learn in a rare glimpse of assertiveness from Mrs Dashwood, have not been raised in the art 
of attracting men. Expressing the exact opposite of the sentiments of Pride and PrejudiceµV
FHQWUDOPDWULDUFK0UV%HQQHWVKHLQVLVWVWKDWµ0U:LOORXJKE\ZLOO>not] be incommoded by 
the attempts of either of my daughters towards what you call catching him. It is not an 
HPSOR\PHQWWRZKLFKWKH\KDYHEHHQEURXJKWXS¶S Despite being raised with a 
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message that contradicts the traditional purpose of accomplishments the Miss Dashwoods are 
VWLOOKLJKO\DFFRPSOLVKHG)ROORZLQJKHUPRWKHU¶VHWKRV(OLQRUZKRLWLVLPSOLHGVSHQGV
PXFKWLPHGUDZLQJGRHVQRWKRQHKHUVNLOOVLQRUGHUµWRSUHSDUH>«@WRH[FLWHORYH¶+HU
accomplishments are not, as Wollstonecraft puts LWµZLWKRXWDERWWRP¶93 Able to supply the 
household management skills and general prudence that her mother lacks, Elinor disproves 
:ROOVWRQHFUDIW¶VIHDUWKDWUDWLRQDOLW\DQGDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVPLJKWEHPXWXDOO\H[FOXVLYH
concepts, disdaining women such as the Steeles who appear to prove otherwise.94 
But it is her sister, Marianne, who in showing that they might be used to channel 
ZRPHQ¶VDUWLVWU\DQGLQGLYLGXDOLW\PRUHVWURQJO\PDNHVWKHFDVHIRUDFFRPSOLVKPHQWV¶YDOXH
Seeking to level the ground in terms of talent and gender, she demands male reciprocity in 
accomplishments and argues that men must perform equally well to be considered attractive. 
0DULDQQHODPHQWVµKRZVSLULWOHVVKRZWDPHZDV(GZDUG
VPDQQHULQUHDGLQJWRXVODVW
night!'.95 Along with impressive accomplishments, she also makes it clear that she demands 
artistic appreciation from men if they are to be permitted to observe skilled female 
performance, bemoaning that Edward does not admire (OLQRU¶VGrawings µDVDFRQQRLVVHXU¶
(p. 19). The Dashwood accomplishments have not been designed only to satisfy desiring 
male gaze. Marianne, committed to conveying truth at all times ± LWEHLQJµLPSRVVLEOHIRUKHU
WRVD\ZKDWVKHGLGQRWIHHO¶S± necessarily conveys aspects of her innermost self 
through her accomplishments. Asserting that when observing accomplishments men must 
µXQGHUVWDQGWKHLUZRUWK¶S0DULDQQHWKHUHIRUHDVNVWKDWPHQDUHERWKDEOHWRDSSUHFLDWH
the artistic merit of female work and the individual value of the woman behind it. Society 
sadly falls short of her expectations, with Willoughby able to feign the depth of 
XQGHUVWDQGLQJVKHFUDYHVDQG(GZDUGXQDEOHWRDSSUHFLDWH(OLQRU¶VDELOLWLHVEH\RQGWKHLU
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 This wish to be excited by male performance signals an interesting reversal of gendered roles with regards to 





being an excuse to admire her physically. She confronts this societal failing when she protests 
KRZ(OLQRU¶VVFUHHQVDUHWUHDWHGE\)DQQ\DQG0UV)HUUDUV 
µ7KLVLVDGPLUDWLRQRIDYHU\SDUWLFXODUNLQG± what is Miss Morton to us? ± who 
knows, or who cares, for her? ±  it is Elinor of whom we thLQNDQGVSHDN¶ 
And so saying, she took the screens out of her sister-in-law's hands, to admire 
them herself as they ought to be admired (p. 222).  
Marianne seeks to correct the manner in which the others were looking at the screens, 
demonstrating studying the artwork with the individual in mind as opposed to a crude and 
impersonal weighing in skills or, by proxy, marriageability. In her own passionate reading 
and musicianship, Marianne advocates the ability to achieve self-definition through 
accomplishments, rather than definition relative to other women or the feminine ideal. 
Accomplishments, for her, are something truly innate, rather than parading to be innate 
femininity manifest. 
Whilst not facing the economic need to work, Marianne embodies the frustrations of 
women limited and confined to amateurism by the designation of their talents as 
accomplishments.96 8SKROGLQJ$UPVWURQJ¶VVXJJHVWLRQWKDWµWKHILJXUHRIWKHSURVWLWXWHFRXOG
be freely invoked to describe any woman who dared to labour IRUPRQH\¶97 Copeland 
contends that in line with her sensibilities as a genteel author Austen recoils from the notion 
of female work.98 Research by scholars including Jennie Batchelor, Vickery and to a lesser 
H[WHQW'DYLGRIIDQG+DOOKDVFKDOOHQJHGWKHµDVVXPSWLRQRIODERXU¶VDQWLWKHWLFDOUHODWLRQWR
GRPHVWLFLW\¶WKDWXQGHUSLQV&RSHODQG¶VFODLP99 $XVWHQ¶VYLHZVRQZRUNDUHDFFRUGLQJO\
less class-bound and more nuanced than he allows. The respectable models of employment 
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that were available to women, such as teaching, often made them wholly dependent.100 In 
Emma, Jane Fairfax faces a future in which she will be entirely reliant on women like Mrs 
Elton who seeks to achieve social ascendance through recommending her high-quality 
talents. This dependence echoes that of Juliet upon Miss Arbe, who finds music students for 
her in The Wanderer.101 In terms of portraying the use of accomplishments in work, Austen 
does not go as far as Burney, remaining more fixedly within a domestic setting. Nevertheless, 
while her employment does not FRPHWRIUXLWLRQ-DQH)DLUID[¶VVWDWXVLVDVDUHOXFWDQWZRXOG-
be governess for the majority of Emma. The Wanderer seems to enact and articulate many of 
the fears Emma obliquely refers to in relation to work. Juliet resents that the means of earning 
VXEVLVWHQFHIURPWKHµVRXO-VRRWKLQJDUW¶RIµ0XVLF>«@KHUIDYRXULWHVWXG\¶PXVWEHWKH
LQFRQJUXRXVO\µGXOODQGGU\ODERXURIWHDFKLQJ¶102 Like Juliet, Jane would have to teach 




In her final completed novel, Persuasion, however, Austen suggests that 
accomplishments, if deployed as a means of subsistence, might be liberating for leisured-
class women. Expressing a distaste for teaching in The Watsons ± ZLWKDKHURLQHZKRµFDQ
WKLQNRIQRWKLQJZRUVH¶S± as well as Emma, Austen shows that she is dubious about 
the options available for women who must rely on their accomplishments for a living. Emma 
Watson and Jane Fairfax, in taking on this work, would be implicated in entrenching the 
system of accomplishments that I have shown throughout this chapter Austen condemns. Mrs 
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Smith is a damaged product of this system; through her, Austen explores work outside of 
instructing in accomplishments in a contrastingly positive light. Having been educated in 
accomplishments alongside Anne, Mrs Smith later used them according to convention for 
women of her class and attracted the wrong kind of man, leading to her eventual ruin. 
Significantly, Mrs Smith is then taught knitting from the working-class perspective of Nurse 
Rooke whose skills have always been deployed for personal profit and independent 
subsistence. She is in effect retrained in accomplishments so that they can transform from 
being used superficially to being personally beneficial.  
Her instructor is portrayed in many ways as the antidote to the problems faced by 
women of the leisured class. A µVKUHZGLQWHOOLJHQWVHQVLEOHZRPDQ¶S1XUVH5RRNH
is part of a supportive female community and is powerful in her knowledge. She acts as a 
useful point of comparison to Persuasion¶VRWKHUQXUVH$QQH1XUVH5RRNHLVUHVSHFWHG
valued and of course paid, whilst within the context of genteel domesticity Anne is ignored 
and marginalised. The Rights of Woman makes the case that work is crucial to female 
LQGHSHQGHQFHDUJXLQJWKDWµZHUHLWQRWIRUPLVWDNHQQRWLRQVRIEHDXW\ZRPHQZRXOG>«@
>EHDEOH@WRHDUQWKHLURZQVXEVLVWHQFHWKHWUXHGHILQLWLRQRILQGHSHQGHQFH¶103 
Wollstonecraft does not seem hopeful in this regard, reflecting on how poorly equipped 
society is to support this eventuality in The Wrongs of Woman; or, Maria (1798).104 As 
Matthew McCormack indicates, the notion of achieving independence through work was 
viewed by society resolutely as a masculine privilege.105 Austen, with her portrayal of Mrs 
6PLWKUHYLWDOLVHGWKRXJKµKRXUVRIRFFXSDWLRQDQGHQMR\PHQW¶SLVQHYHUWKHOHVV
somewhat more optimistic. Now a member of a mutually-beneficial female micro-
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community, we see Mrs Smith successfully move away from a self-FRQFHSWLRQDVµOHLVXUHG¶
to repurpose her time towards being productive and ensuring her own survival. 
This chapter has sought to refocus the debate around Austen and leisure. Instead of depicting 
the leisured lives of her characters because this was an appropriate fictional domain, Austen 
concentrates on this subject in order to reveal that, in light of the pressure placed on women 
to aspire to the feminine ideal, leisure was frequently physically and mentally hard work. The 
rewards of this labour were minimal, if at all existent, her fiction reveals. Young women who 
practise accomplishments engage in activities that cast them unwillingly into a state of 
competition with one another, inhibit their sexual agency and narrow the scope for the 
assertion of individuality. The alternative enterprise of utility results in characters that are 
truly useful, like Fanny and Anne, being treated as non-entities and others, such as Miss 
Bates, a social burden; these attitudes are painfully registered by these characters. The fear of 
indolence ensured not only adherence to these essentially fruitless leisure pursuits, but by 
GHPDQGLQJLQWHQVLYHDSSOLFDWLRQWKDWUHDOUHVSLWHVRFUXFLDOIRUZRPHQµ[t]o understand, 
thoroughly understand [their] RZQKHDUW>V@¶S was difficult to find. In being rigorously 
culturally determined, genteel leisure seems to refuse without difficulty to bend to needs of 
WKHLQGLYLGXDO$V$GRUQRVKRZHGLQKLVGLVFXVVLRQRIZRUNHU¶VµIUHHWLPH¶$XVWHQ
GHPRQVWUDWHVWKDWZRPHQ¶VWLPHGHVLJQHGO\GRHVQRWEHORQJWRWKHP 
Like Adorno, Austen alsRVHHPVWRVXJJHVWWKDWµLPDJLQDWLRQ¶PLJKWEHWKHNH\WRWKH
reclamation of leisure time.106 6HYHUDORI$XVWHQ¶VFHQWUDOFKDUDFWHUVWKXVWU\WRVXEYHUWWKH
conventional framework of leisure. Elizabeth and Catherine controversially evade 
accomplishments, Emma creates an alternative scheme of utility and Marianne, at the 
opposite end of the spectrum, conceives of herself as an artist. Yet the suggestion for the 
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redefinition of leisure that is most fully realised in the fiction comes, contrary to popular 
understanding of Austen, in the form of paid employment. Women like Mrs Smith have not 
been prepared from their youth for the possibility of having to use their skills for 
remunerative ends. In a mock re-enactment of the pre-narrative scenes of education in which 
she first met Anne, Mrs Smith must therefore relearn, in order to be able to reapply, her 
IRUPHUO\GHFRUDWLYHDFFRPSOLVKPHQWV7KHµPHUH0UV6PLWKDQHYHU\GD\0UV6PLWK¶S
DV6LU:DOWHU¶VZRUGVVXJJHVWLVDQHYHU\ZRPDQHer situation exposes and acts as a 
corrective to the problems caused by women being set within an inflexible mould of 
accomplishment, as exemplified by her counterpart everywoman, Harriet Smith. With her 
inappropriate array of accomplishments, Harriet is prepared only to display and then dispose 
of her skills when, with her future uncertain for much of the novel, she should be ready to use 
them as a lifeline. Restricting female abilities under the guise of this being natural, the 
contemporary ideology of leisure fundamentally disadvantages women. Austen depicts this 
status quo not to endorse it, but to expose its shortcomings, contradictions and, as the case of 
Mrs Smith pointedly evidences, the potential danger for women posed by its limitations. 
Ultimately, Austen does not dispute the work of leisure but rather that it should be for such 








µ0\LOOQHVVKDVPDGHPHWKLQN± It has given me leisure for calmness and for serious 
recollection. Long before I was enough recovered to talk, I was perfectly able to 
UHIOHFW¶ 
Jane Austen, Sense and Sensibility (1811)1 
 
And now that we understand them [the passions] all, we have much less reason to fear 
them than we had before. For we see that they are all in their nature good, and that we 
have nothing to avoid but misuses or excesses of them, for which the remedies I have 
explained could suffice if everyone had enough interest in putting them into practice. 
>«@,KDYHLQFOXGHGDPRQJWKHVHUHPHGLHVWKHIRUHWKRXJKWDQGVNLOOE\ZKLFKZHFDQ
correct our constitutional deficiencies, in applying ourselves to separate within us the 
movements of the blood and spirits from the thoughts to which they are usually joined 
>«@ 
René Descartes, The Passions of the Soul (1649)2 
 
:KHUHDVGRPLQDQWFULWLFDODFFRXQWVKDYHIUHTXHQWO\YLHZHG$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOVDVPRUDOLVWLF
tales in which characters are taught lessons that lead to their self-discovery,3 my emphasis 
here is on how the fiction shows women are too busy contending with the work of leisure to 
know themselves. Thus, in the example above, we observe Marianne (as Emma Watson, 
Emma Woodhouse and Jane Bennet did in the epigraphs to the last chapter) having had to 
wait for DSHULRGRIVXIILFLHQWWUDQTXLOOLW\WRXQGHUVWDQGKHUVHOI,Q0DULDQQH¶VFDVHWKLVWLPH
is afforded through illness, a state in which, as John Wiltshire points out, she would become 
hyper-DZDUHRIWKHERG\¶VIXQFWLRQVLWVSUHVHQFHDQGLWVIUDLOW\4 Descartes, whose theories 
were enduringly influential in the eighteenth century, claimed that an in-depth understanding 
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of the body and recognition that it is distinct from, and yet works in a close and complex 
manner with, the mind is crucial to self-knowledge. His The Passions of the Soul (1649) acts 
as a guide to achieving self-control by recognising that, as the site of the passions, the body 
can have power over the rational mind. Marianne has lived a life that defiantly privileges the 
body; she plays music, not for the service of others, but because its sensations are 
pleasurable, and her actions are often dictated by an erotic desire for Willoughby. Struck by 
illness, she reportedly regrets and subsequently alters her behaviour, telling Elinor that in the 
IXWXUHµP\IHHOLQJVVKDOOEHJRYHUQHGDQGP\WHPSHUVKDOOEHLPSURYHG¶S5HDGLQJ
'HVFDUWHVRQHFDQLQIHUWKDWVLFNQHVVRULQMXU\DVRFFDVLRQVZKHQµWKHPDFKLQHRIWKHERG\¶
is broken,5 and unable to be repaired by wilful thought, are episodes in which the distinction 
between mind and body would be profoundly evident. In her physically incapacitated state, 
Marianne would be abruptly awakened to the body-as-machine, as opposed to a site of 
romantic impulses. With the dominion of the body thus interrupted, she seemingly undergoes 
a Cartesian readjustment, renegotiating the influence of the passions in the mind. In the end, 
she submits to reason, burying her feelings for Willoughby and making the pragmatic 
connection with Colonel Brandon after a silent, shrewd assessment of her lot. 
:KLOH'HVFDUWHV¶DGYLFHIRUERGLO\DQGWKHUHIRUHVHOI-control is principally aimed at 
men,6 LQ$XVWHQ¶VSHULRGVRFLDODQ[LHW\WRZDUGVWKHERG\ZDVSDUWLFXODUO\LQWHQVHUHJDUGLQJ
women. As the characterisation of Marianne testifies, it was women who according to the 
eighteenth-century concept of sensibility were seen as most likely to live unthinkingly in 
pursuit of their passions. So crucial to the understanding of female character was sensibility 
that, as Ann van Sant positVµZRPDQDQGZRPDQRIVHQVLELOLW\PLJKWKDYHEHHQWKRXJKW
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V\QRQ\PRXV¶7 6HQVLELOLW\DVZLWK'HVFDUWHV¶SDVVLRQVKDGLWVEDVLVLQWKHERG\8 Most 
problematic of all according to FRQWHPSRUDU\WKRXJKWZDVWKDWµ>G@HOLFDWHVH[XDOLPSXOVH¶
ZDVVHHQDVµSDUWRIVHQVLELOLW\¶VKHLJKWHQLQJRIUHVSRQVHV¶9 With its potential to rule 
behaviour according to dangerous impulses, for both conservative thinkers and radicals such 
as Mary Wollstonecraft, female physical life was hazardous. In response, conduct literature 
HLWKHULJQRUHGRUVRXJKWLQHIIHFWWRµKROORZRXW¶WKHERG\IRFXVLQJRQGUHVVDQGDSSHDUDQFH
EXWUDUHO\IHPDOHSK\VLFDOLW\LWVHOI2QHRI-DPHV)RUG\FH¶VVHUPRQVIRUH[DPSOHLVIRFXVHG
µ0RGHVW$SSDUHO¶ZKLFKLQ)RUG\FH¶VDUJXPHQWDSSHDUVWRVWDQGLQSlace of a discussion of 
WKHIHPDOHERG\DQGVH[XDOLW\,QLWKHµWUHPEOH>V@IRU>ZRPHQ¶V@VLWXDWLRQ¶DQGSOHDGVZLWK
WKHPWRGUHVVPRGHVWO\IRUWKHVDNHRIWKHLUµWHQGHU¶µUHSXWDWLRQ>V@¶,QDVHHPLQJO\OLWHUDO
attempt to sanitise the female body, he comes closest to addressing actual corporeality in 
UHFRPPHQGLQJµFOHDQOLQHVV¶EHIRUHWXUQLQJIURPµWKHVKRFNLQJLGHD¶RIµ>D@GLUW\ZRPDQ¶10 
For writers, and especially those desiring to improve women, the female body was a burden 
either to be carefully controlled or avoided entirely. 
,QOLQHZLWKKHUVXSSRVHGV\PSDWK\ZLWKWKHVHODUJHO\FRQVHUYDWLYHZRUNV$XVWHQ¶V
ILFWLRQKDVEHHQUHDGDVFRQVSLFXRXVO\VLOHQWDERXWKHUFKDUDFWHUV¶SK\VLFDOOLYHV7KHLGHD
WKDW$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQLVVDQLWLVHGDVH[XDODQGDYRLGLng the corporeal and the passionate has in 
IDFWSURYLGHGIXHOIRUQHDUO\WZRFHQWXULHV¶ZRUWKRIGHWUDFWRUV:ULWLQJLQRIPride and 
Prejudice &KDUORWWH%URQWsVWULNLQJO\GHVFULEHGWKHQRYHODVµ[a]n accurate 
daguerrotyped portrait of a commonSODFHIDFH>«@>ZLWK@QRJODQFHRIDEULJKWYLYLG
SK\VLRJQRP\¶Reading Emma (1815) RQO\DIILUPHG%URQWs¶VGLVOLNHRI$XVWHQVKH
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3DVVLRQVDUHSHUIHFWO\XQNQRZQ¶WRthe author.11 In a later famously violent response to 
$XVWHQ¶VSDVVLRQOHVVQHVV0DUN7ZDLQGHFODUHGWKDWXSRQUHDGLQJKHUZRUNKHµwant[s] to dig 
her up and beat her over the skull with her own shin-ERQH¶12 µSUHVXPDEO\¶DV:LOWVKLUH
QRWHVµWRUHPLQG>«@$XVWHQRIWKHDEVROXWHQHVVRIFRUSRUHDOUHDOLW\¶13 The notion that 
$XVWHQQRYHOVDUHµOLPLWHGWRWKHFHUHEUDODQGUHILQHG¶KDVOLNHZLVHGRPLQDWHGPRGHUQ
criticism of her work.14 Even those self-FRQVFLRXVO\EHORQJLQJWRWKHµVXEYHUVLYHVFKRRO¶RI
Austen studies,15 such as Claudia -RKQVRQKDYHSULPDULO\IRFXVHGRQFKDUDFWHUV¶LQWHOOHFWXDO
lives in their analyses.  
Several works in recent decades have, nevertheless, sought to challenge this myth of 
$XVWHQ¶VHOLVLRQRIWKHERG\(YH.RVRIVN\6HGJZLFN¶VQRWRULRXVHVVD\µ-DQH$XVWHQDQGWKH
0DVWXUEDWLQJ*LUO¶FRQGHPQVWKHµWLPLGLW\DQGEDQDOLW\¶RI$XVWHQVFKRODUship as she 
XQFRYHUVWKHWKHPHRIµDXWRHURWLFLVP¶LQSense and Sensibility.16 In Jane Austen and the Body 
:LOWVKLUHORRNVDWWKHERG\¶VSUHVHQFHLQWKHILFWLRQWKURXJKLWVIL[DWLRQZLWKµKHDOWK
DQGLOOQHVV¶17 More recently, Juliet McMaster has argueGWKDW$XVWHQXVHVµWKHERG\DVDQ
LQGLVSHQVDEOHVLJQLILHU¶ZKLOH-LOO+H\GW-6WHYHQVRQ¶V$XVWHQ¶V8QEHFRPLQJ&RQMXQFWLRQV
(2005) has examined the radical implications of the sexual comedy in the novels.18 Following 
the important change in critical course signalled by this scholarship, this chapter will argue 
that Austen is deeply interested in the physical lives of her characters. Yet I also accept that 
the assumption that Austen suppresses the body made by Brontë and others is not entirely 
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ungrounded. Her work does, inescapably, lack the somatic qualities and the frequency of 
physical events found in the works of many of her predecessors, including two of her main 
influences, Frances Burney and Samuel Richardson.  $XVWHQLVPRUHRYHUDµPLQLPDOLVW¶
when it FRPHVWRµWKHZKROHPDWWHURISK\VLFDODSSHDUDQFH¶DV0F0DVWHUKDVVKRZQLQ
FRPSDULQJKHUGHVFULSWLYHVW\OHWR%XUQH\¶V19 While it is, then, necessary to be aware that 
bodies are represented in her work, to over-emphasise the presence of the corporeal in Austen 
is also somewhat misleading.  
$OWKRXJKZRPHQ¶VERGLHVDUHPRVWRIWHQDEVHQWIURPWKHILFWLRQDEUXSWreferences, 
VXFKDVWR0UV6PLWK¶VSUHYLRXVO\GLVFXVVHGEURNHQERG\IRUFHXVWRUHDVVHVV$XVWHQ¶V
silences. In seeking to interpret her silence, this chapter contends that Austen limits her 
depictions of corporeality as a strategy to address the cultural repression of the female body. 
Conservative conduct works, I have suggested, dealt with the cultural anxiety regarding the 
female body by ignoring certain aspects of the body and only carefully discussing others. 
Furthermore, they attempted to control female corporeal life in confining middle-class 
ZRPHQ¶VVSKHUHRIPRYHPHQWWRWKHGRPHVWLFDQGE\SUHVFULELQJDSSURYHGSK\VLFDODFWLYLWLHV
(namely accomplishments) with which to fill their leisure. Domestic ideology sought in 
essence to replace the individual female body, with its problematic desires and capabilities, 
ZLWKDXQLYHUVDOVDQLWLVHGµIHPLQLQH¶ERG\,WLVQRWWKHFDVH,FRQWHQGWKHUHIRUHWhat in her 
silence Austen simply avoids the subject of the body. Rather, in reacting to this treatment of 
the female body in domestic ideology, she recreates the cultural situation whereby women are 
effectively led to ignore their own physicality. 
The more concerned women are with the strictures of domesticity, such as with the 
desire to become accomplished or to be useful, as explored in Chapter 1, the more extreme 
                                                          
19





their corporeal disassociation seems to be. As we have seen, Anne Elliot and Emma 
Woodhouse are preoccupied with domestic utility. With their chosen fields of utility 
rendering them serviceable to the romantic and so bodily lives of others, they have, I will 
show, become estranged from themselves physically. Conversely, rebellious characters like 
Elizabeth Bennet, who variously eschews societal restraints, seem to be more connected to 
their bodily life. Facing little family pressure to follow a conduct-book education, Elizabeth 
correspondingly is relatively immune to false notions of the female body, such as its frailty, 
propagated by domestic ideology. Thus she appears able to embrace her physical life, 
undertaking extensive exercise at will, such as when she desires to see her sister Jane. 
Tellingly, while usually for female characters the corporeal signifier of a blush denotes their 
PRGHVW\DQGVRDSSURSULDWHIHPLQLQLW\IRU(OL]DEHWKµDIDFHJORZLQJ¶20 is a literal translator 
of her exertion and vitality.  
Though on the surface like Elizabeth embracing her physicality, Marianne too has 
been led in response to domestic life to ignore her own corporeality. Following her passions 
for the majority of the novel, she is most often read as representing a critique of the woman 
of sensibility.21 But, given the outmoded nature of this once popular literary mode, Austen I 
argue seems rather to be assessing the long-term effect of the cult of sensibility on women.22 
Austen presents through Marianne is an exaggerated, rebellious privileging of passion in 
response to the repression of the female body that occurs, in part, owing to a misplaced fear 
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of sensibility. It is the cultural suppression of the female body promoted through works such 
DV)RUG\FH¶VWKDWLVGDQJHURXV$XVWHQVKRZVQRWZRPHQ¶VIXQGDPHQWDOO\SDVVLRQ-driven 
nature. Hence, Marianne is able, as eviGHQFHGDERYHµWRUHIOHFW¶DQGWRGHFLGHWRFHDVHKHU
resistance to reason and entire prioritisation of bodily life when this proves necessary.  
To argue that Austen simply ignored the body either because of outright prudishness 
or, as is more common in recent criticism, a privileging of the mind is, then, patently 
insufficient. McMaster and Wiltshire in particular have read the body as being used as a 
conveyor of psychological signs in the novels.23 In suggesting that the body acts as a 
translator of the miQGWKHVHFULWLFVLPSO\DµPLQGERG\¶µGXDOLVP¶24 in which the latter is in 
VHUYLFHRIWKHIRUPHU<HWZKDW$XVWHQLVFRQFHUQHGZLWKLVQRWµWKHPLQGLQWKHERG\¶EXWDV
I have begun to elucidate, the absence of the body in the mind.25 While McMaster and 
Wiltshire inadvertently reinforce the notion of a mind/body distinction, Heydt-Stevenson 
PDLQWDLQVWKDWRYHUDOO$XVWHQ¶VFKDUDFWHUVKDYHµa close, even indissoluble, relationship 
EHWZHHQPLQGDQGERG\¶:RPHQHYLGHQFHWKHLUµERG\-consciRXVQHVV¶LQPRPHQWVRI
µERG\EDZG\KXPRXU¶VKHFODLPV26 It is true that Austen wants her characters to have a 
mind-body connection and celebrates this when it occurs. However in focusing on the 
comedic Heydt-Stevenson misses the warnings in moments of near-tragedy, such as 
0DULDQQH¶VLOOQHVVWKDWSRLQWWRGLVFRQQHFWLRQDQGDWURXEOHGUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQZRPHQ¶V
minds and their bodies. What is more, by over-VWDWLQJWKHSUHVHQFHRIWKHERG\LQ$XVWHQ¶V
work, as Heydt-Stevenson and Wiltshire particularly do, these critics miss the work done 
through silence by Austen in recreating, in order to combat, bodily repression.  
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This chapter intends to dispel the notion that Austen deals in any form of a false 
binary of mind/body. Instead, I assert, she emphasises the importance of a unified selfhood 
for women, of which the body is a crucial part. The first section will position the mind-body 
problem in Austen in the context of contemporary thought on the female body, with reference 
to scientific debate and commentators from Wollstonecraft to Hannah More. Building on the 
ODVWFKDSWHU¶VGLVFXVVLRQRIOHLVXUH,ZLOOWKHQREVHUYHKRZWKHGRPHVWLFHQYLURQPHQWDVD
hub of anxiety about the female body and heavily prescriptive in terms of behaviour, works to 
disconnect women from their bodies. Showing the impact of this disassociation, the chapter 
ZLOOGLVFXVV$XVWHQ¶VSRUWUD\DORIWKHSDWKRORJLFDOQDWXUHRIFRQILQHPHQWILUVWRIDOOWKURXJK
the recurring notion of imagined female illness. Through Mary Musgrove in Persuasion 




how characters like Marianne reactively seek to embrace their corporeal life, behaving in an 
impulsive, sexually transgressive manner that ultimately reveals another way in which 
GRPHVWLFLW\LVSDWKRORJLFDO+DYLQJVKRZQKRZ$XVWHQ¶VZRPHQUDQJHIURPFRPSOHWHO\
neglecting to distortedly over-privileging their physical lives, I will demonstrate how their 
psychic (non-)relationships with the body are sharply exposed in recurring episodes of 
jeopardy in the outdoors. Truly knowing oneself is frequently perceived to be the triumphant 
FRQFOXVLRQIRU$XVWHQLDQKHURLQHVµ7LOOWKLVPRPHQW,QHYHUNQHZP\VHOI¶S
famously declares Elizabeth in Pride and Prejudice (1813). Lastly, then, this chapter will 
examine the process of bodily rediscovery that, in finally allowing women to understand 
themselves not only physically, but emotionally and intellectually, proves to be integral to 





The mind-body problem in context 
Towards the end of Persuasion $XVWHQLQFOXGHVDQHSLVRGHWKDWHQFDSVXODWHVVRFLHW\¶V
SUREOHPDWLFDWWLWXGHVWRWKHIHPDOHERG\DQGPRUHLPSRUWDQWO\ZRPHQ¶VLQWHUQDOLVDWLRQRI
these views. In this scene, Anne and Captain Harville dispute the relative romantic loyalties 
of men and women. They struggle with the terms on which to define gender difference in 
WKHLUGHEDWHLQLWLDOO\XVLQJPHQDQGZRPHQ¶VUHVSHFWLYHVSKHUHVRIOLIHH[SHULHQFHDVLWV
foundation. This approach is soon abandoned owing to Captain Benwick having lived a quiet, 
µIHPLQLQH¶OLIHVW\OHRIODWHDQGSURYLQJWKHUHIRUHWREHDQH[FHSWLRQWRWKHUXOH7KH
conversation turns instead to the question of whether behaviour in romantic relationships is in 





reverse. I believe in a true analogy between our bodily frames and our mental; and 




While Anne turns the discussion towards nature, it is notably Harville who in an effort to 
trump her viewpoint introduces the idea of the body. According to his mind-body analogy, 
human characteristics are determined within a binary framework of male strength and female 
weakness. So, although Anne is asserting that the feelings of her sex are the strongest, 
working within the limited bodily framework set by Harville she is only able to express this 
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 The body as symbol or determinant of character was a well-established concept by the 









LQWRµIDFWV¶DERXWVH[XDOGLIIHUHQFH¶ZKHQKHLQWURGXFHVWKHDERYHDQDORJ\29 Much as new 
knowledge of the reproductive system was used to re-LQVFULEHZRPHQ¶VVHFRQGDU\VWDWXV
Harville draws on bodily evidence to assert the likelihood of their romantic unfaithfulness. 
:KDWLVPRUH$QQH¶VDFFHSWDQFHRI+DUYLOOH¶VVXJJHVWLRQRIIHPale weakness, and struggle 
to defend her sex according to this logic, mirrors the manner in which women were oppressed 
by the notion that they were by biological design socially inferior. 
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Nonetheless, by making a display of male physical weakness, Austen also challenges 
WKHYHUDFLW\RI+DUYLOOH¶VELQDU\GHILQLWLRQRIWKHERG\$ORQJVLGHWKHFHQWUDOGLVFXVVLRQ
Wentworth is both eavesdropping and writing letters when he drops his pen. Hearing Anne 
DVVHUWKHUEHOLHILQWKHVWHDGIDVWQDWXUHRIZRPHQ¶VORYH:Hntworth, ostensibly a member of 
the more robust sex, is overcome with emotion and loses control physically. Anne on the 
other hand shows both physical and mental strength, pausing only much later in the 
conversation to gather herself when her feelings threDWHQWRRYHUFRPHKHUµ6KHFRXOGQRW
immediately have uttered another sentence; her heart was too full, her breath too much 
RSSUHVVHG¶S30 +DUYLOOHZKRµKDGQHYHUEHHQLQJRRGKHDOWKVLQFHDVHYHUHZRXQG
ZKLFKKHUHFHLYHGWZR\HDUVEHIRUH¶Slike Wentworth, also has a compromised body in 
WKLVVFHQH:LWKKLVDVVHUWLRQWKDWKHLVµFDSDEOHRIEHDULQJ>«@URXJKXVDJH¶ZKHQKLVERG\
attests otherwise, Austen gently mocks, but is also sympathetic to Harville. Rather than being 
a villainous figure forcing patriarchal views onto Anne, this physical detail shows that he has 
been similarly duped by a belief in the contemporary ideal of masculinity. Ignoring his own 
injured body, he adopts an exaggerated model of masculine strength particularly associated 
with his former military position.31  
%HIRUH$QQHDQG:HQWZRUWK¶VFRQYHUVDWLRQUHVWVRQWKHIDPLOLDUDQGXOWLPDWHO\
unsatisfying paradigm of female weakness/male strength, a discussion occurs which suggests 
that if men are the stronger sex, this distinction is not necessarily a natural one. Describing 
the gulf between male and female day-to-day experience, Anne argues that men are less 
FRQVWDQWLQORYHEHFDXVHWKH\µDUHIRUFHGRQH[HUWLRQ¶DQGµKDYHDOZD\VDSURIHVVLRQ




 While the focus of this chapter is the issue of female disassociation from the material body, I mean to suggest with this 
example that Austen also hints at a similar issue for men. For works addressing the topic of masculinity in the fiction see: 
Michael Kramp, Disciplining Love: Austen and the Modern Man (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2007); Sarah 
$LOZRRGµµ:KDWPHQRXJKWWREH¶0DVFXOLQLWLHVLQ-DQH$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOV¶XQSXEOLVKHGGRFWRUDOWKHVLV8QLYHUVLW\RI
:ROORQJRQJDQG(-&OHU\µ$XVWHQDQG0DVFXOLQLW\¶LQ A Companion to Jane Austen, ed. by Claudia L. Johnson 






described here suggests not only what might make men robust mentally, but also physically. 
$QQHFRQWUDVWVWKLVPDOHH[HUWLRQZLWKIHPDOHLQDFWLYLW\µ:H>ZRPHQ@OLYHDWKRPHTXLHW
confined, and our feeOLQJVSUH\XSRQXV¶S,IPHQ¶VDFWLYLW\LVFRQGXFLYHWR
VWUHQJWKHQLQJWKHLUERGLHVFRQILQHPHQWDQGLQDFWLYLW\LVDSWWRPDNHZRPHQ¶VERGLHVEHFRPH
± or, untested by exertion, make women presume that their bodies are ± ZHDNRUµWHQGHU¶




body perception. When we consider that Anne is portrayed as having a good knowledge of 
the body in her frequent role as nurse her lack of bodily self-perception is more troubling 
VWLOO%\FKRRVLQJWRSODFHVXFKHPSKDVLVRQZRPHQ¶VQDUURZOLIHH[SHULHQFHLQWKLVHSLVRGH
Austen highlights a root cause of this peculiarly unquestioning acceptance of bodily 
stereotypes. 
The widely-held idea of female physical and mental weakness absorbed by Anne was 
DWWKHFUX[RIFRQWHPSRUDU\FRPPHQWDU\RQZRPHQ¶VFXOWXUDOVWDWXV'HVSLWHWKHLUGLIIHULQJ
politics, Mary Wollstonecraft and Hannah More often share strikingly similar views 
regarding the female body.32 Each of these writeUVFRQVLGHUVZRPHQ¶VERGLO\ZHDNQHVVWREH
DXQLYHUVDOIDFWDQGZKLOHWKH\GLVFXVVFRUSRUHDOLW\DVIDUDVWRSURPRWHµUHFUHDWLRQV>«@
VXFKDVZLOOSURPRWHWKHLU>ZRPHQ¶V@KHDOWK¶FKRRVHWRIRFXVDOPRVWHQWLUHO\RQWKHPLQGLQ
their most famous works.33 To 0RUHDODFNRISK\VLFDOVWUHQJWKLVV\PSWRPDWLFRIZRPHQ¶V
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divinely determined subordination to men and it is a primary reason for her faith in existing 
societal models: 
The fin was not more clearly bestowed on the fish that he should swim, nor the wing 
given to the bird that he should fly, than superior strength of body and a firmer texture 
of mind given to man, that he might preside in the deep and daring scenes of action 
>«@34 
Although the female body is designedly weaker, according to More, the mind should be 
cultivated to allow women to enhance their performance of domestic duties. As in 
PersuasionKRZHYHU0RUHH[SUHVVHVIHDUVWKDWWKHUHPLJKWEHµVRPHDQDORJ\EHWZHHQWKH
PHQWDODQGERGLO\FRQIRUPDWLRQRIZRPHQ¶WRLQKLELWWKLVLPSURYHPHQW35 Wollstonecraft, 
whose views on the body are complex (and often self-contradictory) more grudgingly admits 
WKDWERGLO\ZHDNQHVVLVZRPHQ¶VQDWXUDOGLVDGYDQWDJH$WWKHVWDUWRIA Vindication of the 
Rights of Woman VKHFRQFHGHVWKDWZRPHQ¶VµDSSDUHQWLQIHULRrity with respect to 
ERGLO\VWUHQJWKPXVWUHQGHUWKHPLQVRPHGHJUHHGHSHQGHQWRQPHQ¶36 The body is, 
therefore, for Wollstonecraft most often characterised as the enemy of female progress. Both 
writers, overall, advocate strengthening the female mind in spite of the body and its 
seemingly inescapable drawbacks for women.  
The physical weakness of the female body was made even more problematic for these 
ZULWHUVE\ZRPHQ¶VSUHVXPHGSURSHQVLW\IRUKHLJKWHQHGSDVVLRQV)RUHLJKWHHQWK-century 
feminists, this vulnerability could undermine the entire basis of their arguments for female 
DGYDQFHPHQWWKHQRWLRQWKDWZRPHQZHUHFDSDEOHRIWKLQNLQJUDWLRQDOO\:ROOVWRQHFUDIW¶V
awareness of this problem results in an apparent condemnation of female sexuality in 
partLFXODUDQDWWLWXGH&RUD.DSODQILQGVµGLVWXUELQJO\SHFXOLDU¶LQThe Rights of Woman. To 
XQGHUVWDQGIXOO\:ROOVWRQHFUDIW¶VDWWLWXGHWRZDUGVWKHIHPDOHERG\KRZHYHUWKLVZRUNPXVW
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be read alongside The Wrongs of Woman; or, Maria (1798), a novel that, as Kaplan notes, is 
µFRQVLGHUDEO\OHVVSXQLWLYHDERXWIHPDOHVH[XDOLW\¶37 In the novel, the author asserts that 
ZKLOHKHUKHURLQHKDVµDQLPSURYLQJPLQG¶VKHDOVRSRVVHVVHVDQDFWLYHVHQVLELOLW\
:ROOVWRQHFUDIW¶VGHVLJQLVWRµSRXUWUD\SDVVLRQV¶DQG0DULD¶VERdily life is central to the 
novel from its very first page with its description RIKHUµERVRPEXUVWLQJZLWK>«@
QXWULPHQW¶38 Maintaining this centrality of the body alongside reason, the heroine pursues her 
passions into an affair based on both attraction and intellectual admiration. This freedom of 
expression of female sexuality later proves to be incompatible with the laws and systems 
Maria must work within to secure her future. Her powerful rhetoric to defend her actions in 
court, despite reflecting her high attainment as a woman of reason, is rendered ineffectual in 
the face of her bodily transgressions. Alongside arguing foUZRPHQ¶VLPSURYHGVRFLDOULJKWV
Maria attempts to find a place for female passion and fails. Wollstonecraft shows herself, and 
her heroine, to be caught in a double bind: she wants to express passion honestly, but doing 
so only seems to confirm a female ZHDNQHVVWRIHHOLQJDVVXJJHVWHGE\+DUYLOOH¶VDQDORJ\
This double bind is symbolically writ large in the novel, for the majority of which the heroine 
is in an asylum where, while her body is imprisoned, her mind can roam free. Thus, the 
QRYHO¶VYDULRXVHndings, rejecting the prospect of romantic happiness with Darnford and 
promoting rational motherhood, seem to converge with the pessimistic treatment of the body 
in The Rights of Woman.  
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 ,QDQRYHOWKDWEHDUVVWULNLQJSDUDOOHOVZLWK:ROOVWRQHFUDIW¶VMaria, Mary Hays more 
GHWHUPLQHGO\VWULYHVWRUHFRQFLOHWKHIHPLQLVWHPSKDVLVRQUDWLRQDOLW\ZLWKZRPHQ¶VULJKWWR
act on their feelings. In Memoirs of Emma Courtney (1796), Hays follows Wollstonecraft in 
taking as her starting point the idea that the weakness of the female body has been 
H[DJJHUDWHGE\WKHLQIOXHQFHRIFXOWXUHµ:K\KDYH,EHHQUHQGHUHGIHHEOHDQGGHOLFDWHE\
ERGLO\FRQVWUDLQW"¶+D\V¶KHURLQHDVNV,QVSLWHRIKHUUHFRJQLWLRQRIWKHSUREOHPRIWKH
female body, Hays is unwilling to diminish or abandon it as Wollstonecraft does. Like Maria, 
Emma Courtney, is a meditation on whether it might be possible for a woman to live 
according to her desires. Having contended throughout the novel with the question of whether 
LWLVµYLUWXH>«@WRFRPEDWRUWR \LHOGWRP\SDVVLRQV¶39 Emma, upon realising that union 
with her desired partner is impossible, enacts the full exercise in self-command outlined by 
Descartes in The Passions.40 7KHKHURLQHXQGHUWDNHVµWKHVWXG\RISK\VLFDQDWRP\DQG
VXUJHU\>«@DQGE\exercising [her] understanding and humanity, strengthened [her] mind, 
DQGVWLOOHGWKHLPSRUWXQDWHVXJJHVWLRQVRIDKHDUWWRRH[TXLVLWHO\VHQVLEOH¶41 With this effort, 
VKHVWLIOHVKHUµURPDQWLFKLJK-ZURXJKWIUHQ]LHGHPRWLRQV¶DQGVHWWOHVIRUDKXVEDQGIRr 
ZKRPVKHIHHOVRQO\µDUDWLRQDOHVWHHP¶42 :LWKKHUµUDWLRQDO¶PDUULDJHUHVXOWLQJLQDGXOWHU\




is important, this should not be done at the expense of the body. (PPD&RXUWQH\¶VRVFLOODWLRQ
                                                          
39
 Mary Hays, Memoirs of Emma Courtney (1796) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), pp. 32, 118. 
40
 +D\VVLJQDOVZLWKDQHDUO\UHIHUHQFHWKDWWKHQRYHOLVLQGLDORJXHZLWK&DUWHVLDQWKRXJKWµ,PHWZLWKVRPHRIWKHZULWLQJV
of Descartes, and was seized with a passion for metaphysical enquiries. I began to think about the nature of the soul²
whether it waVDFRPSRVLWLRQRIWKHHOHPHQWVWKHUHVXOWRIRUJDQL]HGPDWWHURUDVXEWOHDQGHWKHUHDOILUH¶S 
41
 +HUH+D\VVHHPVWRHQJDJHZLWK:ROOVWRQHFUDIW¶VDUJXPHQWWKDWµ>Z@RPHQPLJKWFHUWDLQO\VWXG\WKHDUWRIKHDOLQJDQGEH
SK\VLFLDQVDVZHOODVQXUVHV¶, The Rights of Woman, p. 229. 
42





between emphatic privileging, and then abrupt and harmful silencing, of her passions acts as 
an extreme and experimental protest against cultural repression of the female body,43 as work 
by Eleanor Ty on Hays has similarly argued.44 It serves additionally as a reaction against 
writers like Wollstonecraft and More who, to different degrees, reject female desire and were 
complicit with bodily repression. Whilst Emma Courtney clearly anticipates Sense and 
6HQVLELOLW\¶V Marianne,45 both in her prioritisation of emotions and in her final unsettling 
PDUULDJH$XVWHQ¶VSURMHFWGLIIHUVRYHUDOOIURP+D\V¶LQLWVVWUDWHJLHV$XVWHQOLNH+D\V
wants the silence around the female body and the passions to be lifted. But rather than, as 
Hays does, break this silence with graphic depictions of the body, she chooses to recreate it 
with her minimalist presentation. Going beyond that which Hays articulates with her uniquely 
enlightened heroine, Austen also wishes women to cease to depend on received wisdom 
DERXWWKHERG\VXFKDVWKDWH[SUHVVHGE\+DUYLOOH¶VDQDORJ\DQGLQFXOFDWHGE\GRPestic and 
scientific ideologies. As Descartes recommends at the end of The Passions, she also wants 
women to have accurate knowledge of the mind, body and the connection between the two, in 
order to achieve self-possession. Yet, much as women are left out RI'HVFDUWHV¶ZRUN$XVWHQ
shows that the strictures of domestic life work to prevent this necessary self-assessment. As 
we will see, with its enclosure, acute anxiety of the body and prescribed activities, 
domesticity obscures female physicality, replacing the individual female body with the 
XQLYHUVDOµIHPLQLQH¶ERG\ 
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 In the preface to Emma Courtney +D\VUHIHUVWRWKHKHURLQH¶VµKD]DUGRXVH[SHULPHQW¶LQWKHQRYHOS 
44
 (OHDQRU7\VWDWHVWKDWµ>Z@KLOH+D\V¶VDYRZHGLQWHQWZDVWRWHDFKWKURXJKDQHJDWLYHPRGHO>«@Whe unstated but 
undoubtedly calculated thesis of the work seems to be the fatal repercussions of repression on the eighteenth-century middle-
FODVVZRPDQ¶(OHDQRU7\8QVH[¶G5HYROXWLRQDULHV)LYH:RPHQ1RYHOLVWVRIWKHV(Toronto: University of Toronto 
3UHVVS6HHDOVR(OHDQRU7\µ,QWURGXFWLRQ¶LQMemoirs of Emma Courtney (1796), ed. by Eleanor Ty (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2009), pp. vii-xxxvii. 
45







lead to female psychic disconnection from the body. Her fiction reveals a persistent interest 
in the relative freedom of movement society affords men and women. As Wiltshire reminds 
XVµRXWGRRUOLIHDQGDFWLRQ>«@LVQRUPDOO\WKHSUHURJDWLYHRIPDOHV¶LQ$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOV46 In 
Emma, a novel fixated upRQWKHLVVXHRIGRPHVWLFFRQILQHPHQWVKHUHSHDWHGO\GUDZVUHDGHUV¶
attention to this gender-specific prerogative. Early in the novel, Frank Churchill is 




in this moment this strange behaviour serves, in its sheer excessiveness, to highlight that 




µVXSSRVHGLQGDQJHURIZDQWLQJOHLVXUH¶E\-RKQ.QLJKWOH\Sp. 290-91). Participating in the 
intensive work of leisure, Emma has of course been subtly active through the novel. 
Nevertheless, she has not been occupied in the overt or public sense of the Knightley 
brothers. Thus, in an apt summation of how little she has done outside of the home, she says, 
µ>W@KHVHDPD]LQJHQJDJHPHQWVRIPLQH± what have they been? Dining once with the Coles ± 
DQGKDYLQJDEDOOWDONHGRIZKLFKQHYHUWRRNSODFH¶S 
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7KLVVHFWLRQH[DPLQHVWKHHIIHFWVRIZRPHQ¶VUHODWLYHFRQILQHPent within an 
ideologically-charged domestic environment upon their relationship with the body. 
Discussing Austen alongside Burney, a writer she is often paired with by critics on the 
grounds of her gender (and wider) politics, I will show that the enclosure in her fiction is a 
NQRZLQJVWUDWHJ\WKDWFDQQRWVLPSO\EHGLVPLVVHGDVV\PSWRPDWLFRIWKHDXWKRU¶V
conservatism. Then, I will turn to uncovering the work done within the confines of the 
QRYHOV¶FHQWUDOKRXVHKROGVWRPDQLSXODWHIHPDOHXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWhe body. Figures such as 
Sir Walter and Mr Woodhouse symbolise the ways in which patriarchal ideology is deployed 
ZLWKLQGRPHVWLFVHWWLQJVWRFRQWUROZRPHQ¶VPDQQHURIWKLQNLQJDERXWWKHLUERGLHV)HPDOH
confinement, furthermore, creates the conditions for hyper-REVHUYDWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VERGLHVLQ
terms of their changing levels of attractiveness. The excruciation of this physical scrutiny in 
terms of both decorum and beauty is a point of concern for Austen. I will lastly return to 
$XVWHQ¶VDWWLWXGHWRIHPDOHDFFRPSOLVKPHQWV6HHNLQJWRXQGHUVWDQGWKHHIIHFWVRIZRPHQ¶V
physical movements being rigorously prescribed and monitored, this chapter assesses the 
practice of accomplishments specifically as bodily performances of femininity. 
This confinement of women in the novels, with only suggestions of life beyond 
domesticity, was a strategic aesthetic development on the part of Austen. Before producing 
her concentrated studies of domesticity in the six completed novels, she is widely viewed by 
critics to have been practising her art in the juvenilia. According to this view, these works are 
YDOXDEOHEHFDXVHLQµWKHPZHFDQJOLPSVHHDUO\V\PSWRPVRIWKHYRLFHDQGLQWHUHVWVRI
$XVWHQ¶VPDWXULW\¶0DUJDUHW$QQH'RRG\KRZHYHUGLVSXWHVWKLVDVVHVVPHQWDUJXLQJWKDW
the juvenilia should be appreciated separately to the novels. The earliest literary productions 
DUHµLPSLVKDQGIRUPDOO\GDULQJ¶VKHZULWHVDQGPDUNDWLPHEHIRUH$XVWHQ¶VµJHQLXV>«@





necessities of the market-SODFH¶48 Austen certainly appears to be less constrained in the 
earlier works. Parodying sentimental fiction, historical non-fiction and using the epistolary 
form, the juvenilia evidences experimentation and flexibility in terms of style, form and 
subject matter. Furthermore, one noticeable quality of the earlier fiction is that, to borrow 
'RRG\¶VSKUDVH$XVWHQ¶VIHPDOHFKDUDFWHUVDUHIDUOHVVµIHQFHGLQ¶WKDQKHUODWHUKHURLQHV,Q
µ7KH%HDXWLIXOO&DVVDQGUD¶ (composed c. 1788), for example, the heroine embarks on a 
subversive and activity-ILOOHGDGYHQWXUHKDYLQJRQKHUVL[WHHQWKELUWKGD\µZDONHGIURPKHU
0RWKHU¶VVKRSWRPDNHKHU)RUWXQH¶49 Doody is right that there is a clear shift rather than 
straightforward continuity between the early and mature fiction. Yet a close examination of 
WKHUROHWKDWFRQILQHPHQWSOD\VZLWKLQWKHDGXOWILFWLRQVKRZVWKDW$XVWHQ¶VWXUQWRWKH
domestic novel form was a studied artistic decision, rather than a commercial concession. 
To interpUHW$XVWHQDVKDYLQJKDGµWREHFRPHJHQWHHODQGDFWOLNHDODG\¶ZKHQVKH
began writing in order to be published ignores significant distinctions between her fiction and 
that of other writers who have been viewed as exemplifying this model of authorship.50 
Burney, an often-FLWHGLQVSLUDWLRQLQ$XVWHQ¶VZRUN creates heroines that are far more active 
than those we see in the mature fiction.51 In fact, journeys are critical and bear strong 
PHWDSKRULFDOYDOXHLQ%XUQH\¶VQRYHOV,QVSLWHRIWKLVPDUNHGGLIIHUHQce between these 
DXWKRUV¶ZRUNVWKH\DUHRIWHQWUHDWHGDOPRVWLQWHUFKDQJHDEO\E\VFKRODUVEHOLHYLQJWKHPWR
be united in their conservative values.52 6RPHZKDWFRQWUDGLFWRULO\LWLVDOVR$XVWHQ¶VULJLG
insularity ± and so precisely what I have signalled as showing her obvious departure from 
Burney ± that is frequently cited as a sign of her conservatism. Allowing these conflicting 
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assumptions to negate one another, it is my contention that each of these authors strongly 
protests female confinement, albeit using opposing strategies.  
%XUQH\¶VFULWLTXHFRPHVLQWKHIRUPRIH[SRVLQJKHUKHURLQHVLQFUHDVLQJO\WRWKH
wider world beyond the domestic. In her first work, Evelina (1778), for instance, the young 
heroine travels, escorted, from the countryside to London; but, in her last novel, The 
Wanderer (1814), the heroine voyages alone from France to England. Her heroines are shown 
to need this experience in order to develop psychologically. But, the (frequently sexual) 
dangers faced by her female characters reveal that women have been so excluded from 
society that it is unequipped to allow for their independent participation. Austen echoes 
Burney in momentary glimpses of journeys into this inhospitable wider world, but her 
narratives are ultimately defined by stasis, not momentum. While Burney demonstrates her 
concerns by placing young women in public situations for which they have been ill-prepared, 
$XVWHQ¶VDWWHQWLRQUHPDLQVIL[HGWRPLGGOH-FODVVGRPHVWLFLW\FKRRVLQJWRVWXG\HQFORVXUH¶V
effects on female psychology, and allowing us to witness this process of ill preparation first-
hand. 
 As figureheads of their domestic circles, Sir Walter and Mr Woodhouse define the 
way in which female inhabitants develop and conceive of their bodies in Persuasion and 
Emma. These characters offer microcosmic examples of what Heydt-Stevenson terms µWKH
LQVLVWHQWZD\WKHSDWULDUFKDOV\VWHPIL[HVWKHIHPDOHERG\¶53 Through obsession with health 
and physical beauty respectively, Mr Woodhouse and Sir Walter both excite a sense of 
vulnerability about the female body and the need for its preservation. Mr Woodhouse 
amplifies the inherent risks in any activity that takes women outside their home, telling 
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DFWLYLW\DQGFRQQHFWHGZLWKGLVHDVHERWKWKURXJKK\SRFKRQGULD¶+H\GW-Stevenson writes, Mr 
:RRGKRXVHµKDVKLPVHOIµGLVHDVHG¶(PPDE\>«@GLVORGJLQJKHUIURPQRUPDOSK\VLFDO
DFWLYLW\¶55 )RU(PPDKHUIDWKHU¶VK\VWHULFDOYLVLRQRIWKHIHPDOHERG\DFts as a means of 
control and she is, we observe, engaged in a near-symbiotic relationship with him. Johnson 
SRVLWVWKDWLWLVµDOOWRRHDV\¶E\FRQWUDVWIRU$QQHWRLJQRUHKHUIDWKHULQPersuasion.56 But 




VKHEHFRPHVLQ6LU:DOWHU¶VH\HVDQRQ-entity and he inscribes this perception by largely 
ignoring her. The controlling effect of this treatment means that Anne, absorbing this idea of 
her body, will not behave in a way to draw attention to herself and attract suitors that should 
EH(OL]DEHWK¶VZKREHLQJµYHU\KDQGVRPHDQGYHU\OLNH¶SS-8) her father is, to him, 
more deserving. 
Not only do these patriarchal figureheads project damaging ideas of the female body 
but they also, crucially, embody them. The leisured-class lifestyles of Sir Walter and Mr 
Woodhouse are exaggerated by Austen to the extent that these characters become emblematic 
RIZRPHQ¶VFRQILQHGERGLO\VLWXDWLRQ,QFRQWUDVWWRWhe more active male characters in these 
novels such as Wentworth and Mr Knightley, they each lead uniquely immobile lives. Austen 
GHVFULEHVWKHXWWHUO\LPPRYDEOH0U:RRGKRXVHDVµDYDOHWXGLQDULDQDOOKLVOLIHZLWKRXWDQ\
DFWLYLW\RIPLQGRUERG\¶S'HVSLWHEHLQJDPDQRIJUHDWVRFLDOSRZHU(PPD¶VIDWKHULV
                                                          
54
 Mr Woodhouse also, on occasion expresses similar fears for men, but the novel quickly alerts us to the ridiculousness of 
this. When he professes a concern for Frank walking in bad weather conditions, Mr Weston disregards his concern, saying, 
µ)UDQNNQRZVDSXGGOHRIZDWHUZKHQKHVHHVLW>«@KHPD\JHWWKHUH>«@LQDKRSVWHSDQGMXPS¶S 
55
 Heydt-Stevenson, p. 177. 
56





a highly-effeminised figure, UHTXLUHGWRHQOLVWWKHSK\VLFDOSURWHFWLRQRIWKHPRUHµPDVFXOLQH¶
Mr Knightley at the end of the novel. Similarly, in Persuasion, Austen openly invites us to 




misconceived. It is made apparent that Anne is imagined by her father to be unattractive 
SULPDULO\RZLQJWRWKHIDFWWKDWVKHORRNVµVRWRWDOO\GLIIHUHQW¶SWRKLm; and Emma, 
UDWKHUWKDQEHLQJIUDLOLVGHFODUHGWREHµWKHFRPSOHWHSLFWXUHRIJURZQ-XSKHDOWK¶S%\
having Sir Walter and Mr Woodhouse apply feminine anxieties concerning beauty and 
fragility not only to their daughters, but to themselves, Austen in each case symbolically 
locates patriarchy and damaging views about female corporeality within the same body. 
As discussed in the previous chapter, the enclosure of domesticity allows the home to 
become an arena for intensive observation by authoritative figures like Sir Walter and Mr 
Woodhouse. As Sir Walter exemplifies in particular, alongside ensuring appropriate activity 
young women were judged also in terms of their physical appearance. A lack of beauty ± or 
ORVVRIµEORRP¶DVIUHTXHQWO\RFFXUVLQ$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQ58 ± is, without considerable wealth, 
OLNHO\WREHGDPQLQJWRDZRPDQ¶VZRUWKERWKRQWKHPDUULDJHPDUNHWDQGE\H[WHQVLRQWR
her family. Hence we see Fanny Price face frequent humiliating physical assessment from Sir 
Thomas Bertram as he seeks to weigh her increasing value to a potential husband. In 
Strictures 0RUHFRQGHPQVWKLVV\VWHPZKHUHE\ZRPHQDUHYDOXHGDFFRUGLQJWRWKHLUERG\¶V
surface:  
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If, indeed, woman were mere outside form and face only, and if mind made up no part 
of her composition, it would follow that a ball-room was quite as appropriate a place 
for choosing a wife, as an exhibition room for choosing a picture. 
)DUPRUHWURXEOHGRQWKHZKROHE\ZRPHQZKRPVKHYLHZVWREHµYDLQRIKHUJHQLXV¶VKHLV
nevertheless broadly unsympathetic towards the physical scrutiny women endure, ridiculing 
WKRVHZKRDUHµYDLQRI>WKHLU@EHDXW\¶59 Though Wollstonecraft, like Austen, is aware of the 
root causes of female vanity, recognising that women are subjected to confinement and 
patriarchal vaORULVDWLRQRIERG\RYHUPLQGVKHLVDOVRFULWLFDORIZRPHQZKRKROGµPLVWDNHQ
QRWLRQVRIEHDXW\¶60 Portraying painful scenes in which female characters are scrutinised 
physically, Austen, like Burney, takes a far more compassionate stance than these 
contemporaries on the matter of female beauty. 
%XUQH\¶VQRYHOVGHPRQVWUDWHDVRFLHWDOUDJHWRSRVVHVVRUFRQWUROZRPHQRQDFFRXQW
of their beauty which often erupts in violence. In Evelina the heroine is, with mounting 
danger, accosted by men who believe they aUHHQWLWOHGWRKHUEHFDXVHRIKHUµFRQVSLFXRXV
EHDXW\¶,QFRQWUDVWWR(YHOLQDZKRIDUIURPHQMR\VKHUEHDXW\KHUJUDQGPRWKHU0DGDPH
'XYDOLVDZRPDQIRUZKRPµWKHODERXURIWKHWRLOHWWHVHHPVWKHFKLHIEXVLQHVVRIKHUOLIH¶
The false illusion of beauty she creates through cosmetics and fine clothing so enrages 
Captain Mirvan that he seeks to destroy it. Her attackers succeed in the rearrangement of her 
DSSHDUDQFHWRVXFKDQH[WHQWWKDWµVKHKDUGO\ORRNHGKXPDQ¶61 Representing a fearsome 
model of patriaUFK\&DSWDLQ0LUYDQFRUUHFWV0DGDPH'XYDO¶VVXEYHUVLRQRIWKHV\VWHPWKDW
has been put in place for valuing women according to their beauty. In The Wanderer, 
although not quite encountering this same direct brutality, the heroine is the victim of 
continual mental torment as her acquaintances examine her appearance in order to ascertain 
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Describing this onslaught of emotions as the inquiring eyes of the group pore over her body, 
Burney ensures that the scrutiny faced by Juliet owing to the excitement caused by her looks 
is palpably torturous. 
 $OWKRXJK$XVWHQ¶VVFHQHVRIIHPDOHbodily mortification never quite match this 
severity, with the quiet endurance of the women under examination, they seem to recall 
%XUQH\¶VQRYHOV-DQH)DLUID[LVQRWMXVWWLHGWRThe Wanderer¶V-XOLHWE\WKHWKHPHRIZRUN




of politeness, she seemed determined to hazard nothing. She was disgustingly, was 
VXVSLFLRXVO\UHVHUYHG¶S,Q$XVWHQ¶VHDUOLHUZRUNNorthanger Abbey (1818), 
CatheULQH0RUODQG¶VYLVLWWRWKHEDOOURRPLQ%DWKZKHUHVKHLVREVHUYHGE\JURXSVRIPHQ
similarly recalls the London balls attended by the heroine in Evelina. In a mockingly subdued 
scene that contrasts the excess with which Evelina is admired, Catherine, while no one 
µVWDUWHGZLWKUDSWXURXVZRQGHU¶DQGµQRZKLVSHURIHDJHULQTXLU\UDQDURXQGWKHURRP¶LV
µORRNHGDW>«@ZLWKVRPHDGPLUDWLRQ¶ (p. 24):KLOVW$XVWHQ¶VZRPHQGRQRWHQGXUHWKH
same fanatical admiration or physical attacks as a result of their beauty, these evocations of 
%XUQH\¶VZRUNUHPLQGWKHUHDGHURIWKHSRWHQWLDOO\VLQLVWHUXQGHUFXUUHQWWRWKHOHYHORI
physical scrutiny young women often endure.                                                                                                                
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Within the context of the household, the body is a vehicle not just for marketable 
beauty, but also for outward decorum rendered in part visible through the practice of 
accomplishments.63 ,Q$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOVWKHVHDFWLYLWLHVVHUYHWRHDVHDQ[LHW\DERXWWKHERG\
DQGUHIOHFWWKDWZRPHQKDYHEHHQµFRUUHFWO\¶HPSOR\HG$UPVWURQJVKRZVKRZFRQGXFW
books portrayed the ideal domestic woman as in a precarious position in terms of physical 
activity:  




As discussed in the previous chapter, the middle-class woman had to be seen to be active, but 
not to the point of displaying unfeminine exertion. Whether in terms of its physical allure or 
strength shown in labouring capabilities, the reality of the female body had to be evaded at all 
FRVWVµ>$@TXLULQJDVPDWWHULQJRIDFFRPSOLVKPHQWV¶VROYHVWKHQHHGIRUWKLVXQLTXHNLQGRI
female disembodiment.65 :KHQLQ$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOVDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVDUHH[KLELWHG
characters are permitted to stare at the performer in a socially-sanctioned manner and judge 
according to their skill whether or not their body has been sufficiently active in the pursuit of 
becoming accomplished. Lady Catherine de Bourgh, Pride and Prejudice¶VGHIHQGHURI
SURSULHW\LVKRUULILHGWKDWWKHHGXFDWLRQRIWKH%HQQHWJLUOVZDVµQHJOHFWHG¶DQGWKDWDPRQJVW
WKHPµ>W@KRVHZKRFKRVHWREHLGOHFHUWDLQO\PLJKW¶S$ lack of education implies an 
unregulated female body; as Lydia Bennet proves, this can be socially problematic. Anne de 
%RXUJK¶VLQDELOLW\WRSUDFWLFHRUVKRZDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVLVHYLGHQWO\DFRQFHUQIRUKHU
PRWKHU1RQHWKHOHVVVKHPDLQWDLQVWKDWµ$QQHZRXOd have been a delightful performer, had 
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remind, ensures her body is not a source of anxiety.   
 Largely uninterested in accomplishments, Elizabeth Bennet and Catherine Morland 
are to differing degrees able to avoid the psychic disengagement from the body that they are 
used to promote. The narrative trajectory of Catherine in Northanger Abbey reflects the 
process through which the female body is redefined as a girl enters society and adulthood. 
Whereas Catherine maintains her initial µGLVSRVLWLRQ>WKDWLV@QRWQDWXUDOO\VHGHQWDU\¶ (p. 224), 
showing a disinclination for accomplishments and athleticism, she soon enters a world in 
which she is judged physically according to an unfamiliar model of femininity. Upon meeting 
*HQHUDO7LOQH\KHµDGPLU>HV@WKHHODVWLFLW\RIKHUZDONZKLFKFRUUHVSRQGHGH[DFWO\ZLWKWKH
VSLULWRIKHUGDQFLQJ>«@&DWKHULQHGHOLJKWHG>«@SURFHHGHGJDLO\WR3XOWHQH\-street; 
walking, as she concludeGZLWKJUHDWHODVWLFLW\WKRXJKVKHKDGQHYHUWKRXJKWRILWEHIRUH¶
(pp. 98-7KHKHURLQH¶VHYLGHQWFRQIXVLRQDQGDGRSWLRQRIWKLVSHUFHSWLRQPDUNVWKH
ridiculousness and discomfort in her physical prowess being thus redefined in a sexual 
manner. When, in Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth walks from Longbourn to Netherfield and 
DUULYHVLQIURQWRIWKHJURXSJDWKHUHGWKHUHZLWKKHUµKDLUVRXQWLG\VREORZV\¶DQGµKHU
SHWWLFRDWVL[LQFKHVGHHSLQPXG¶VKHGLVUXSWVWKHYLVXDOKDUPRQ\DQGGHFRURXVQHVVRI
Netherfield domesticity. Women are required to represent domestic ideology visually and 
Elizabeth falls short of this expectation. Her untidiness also shows signs of her transgressive 
activity, horrifying the group with the brazenness with which she evidences the unfeminine 
VWUDLQVKHKDVSXWKHUERG\WKURXJKLQZDONLQJµWKUHHRUIRXURUILYHPLOHV¶S<HWLWLV
only within the confines of genteel domesticity, where female movements must fall within 






dismissal of accomplishments, shows her refusal to be coerced, into performance of feminine 
ideals of the body. 
The pathology of confinement: illness, body displacement and sexual rebellion 
:KLOH(OL]DEHWKLQSDUWLFXODULVVRPHWKLQJRIDQH[FHSWLRQLQJHQHUDOZRPHQ¶VUHDFWLRQVWR
WKHFRQILQHPHQWRIGRPHVWLFOLIHLQ$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQSURYHWREHSDWKRORJLFDOLQQDWXUH$WRQH
extreme, Austen presents us with a series of women who have been led to neglect the 
physicality of their bodies. Characters such as Mary Musgrove and Sanditon¶V0LVV3DUNHUV
most directly exhibit a pathology of confinement in that they each appear to suffer from 
illnesses which have no apparent cause other than their domestic lives. Each of these women, 
in response to the limitedness of their existences, has developed a preoccupation with the 
perceived brokenness of their bodies. In Emma, under the guidance of her father and facing 
societal pressure regarding her level of accomplishment, the heroine goes further than these 
women, I will show, and mentally divorces herself from her body. Looking at the opposite 
extreme, I will go on to address the women who react against the silence surrounding and 
restraints placed upon the female body within the home by over-privileging their physical 
lives. Lydia, Maria Bertram and Marianne all transgress sexually in the novels; this kind of 
behaviour, according contemporary concerns surrounding women and sensibility, was treated 
as pathological by society. While they are to varying degrees ostracised by their social 
circles, the real potential for harm for these women, Austen shows, comes in the form of the 
men with whom they transgress. Whether leading women to reject or over-zealously embrace 
their corporeality, the fiction reveals, the domestic environment has a disruptive influence 
RYHUZRPHQ¶VSV\FKLFUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKWKHLUERGLHV 
2ZLQJWRWKH0LVV3DUNHUV¶UHODWLYHIUHedom to travel and the comedic elements of 





the body has largely gone unnoticed.66 Although they are among the least homebound of 
$XVWHQ¶VZRPHQWKHLULQWHUHVWVDQG movements are still tied to the domestic and familial. 
They travel escorted by one brother to a town occupied by another and their concerns are 
principally to do with the housing situations of others. Rather than treating them as simply 
humorous, Austen renders the extent to which they strive for social authority and autonomy 
DQG\HWDUHVRXQSURGXFWLYHWURXEOLQJ7KHEROGDVVHUWLRQWKDW'LDQDLVµHYLGHQWO\WKHFKLHIRI
the family ± SULQFLSDOPRYHDQGDFWRU¶LVXQGHUFXWIRULQVWDQFHE\WKHQDUUDWRU¶VQRWing that 
KHUµH[HUFLVHKDGEHHQWRRGRPHVWLFWRDGPLWRIFDOFXODWLRQ¶S-XVWDVWKHLUH[HUFLVH
due to the enclosed space within which it occurs, becomes impossible to track, so too are they 
incapable of achieving any measurable successes in their attempts to be socially useful. Their 
efforts, as we have already seen, are tinged with futility. Unable to be applied outwardly, the 
VLVWHUV¶LQWHOOHFWWXUQVLQZDUGWRDGHVWUXFWLYHIL[DWLRQXSRQWKHERG\$PLGVWWKHWHGLXPDQG
restraint of their lives, their minds construct broken bodies built of the ailments about which 
they read. Pointedly, Austen situates the Miss Parkers alongside their indolent brother, 
Arthur, who is similarly believed to be in ill health. In doing so, she demonstrates that rather 
than being innately feminine, frailty is an illusion cultivated by confinement. The homebound 
lifestyle of Arthur is, however, based on choice. What is more, in his enjoyment of food and 
KLQWVRIOLELGLQDOXUJHVLQKLVDWWUDFWLRQWRWKHQRYHO¶VKHURLQHKHunlike his sisters, shows a 
GHJUHHRIUHDOFRUSRUHDODZDUHQHVV6SHDNLQJRIKLVVLVWHUVWKHROGHVW0U3DUNHUVD\Vµ,GR
QRWEHOLHYHWKH\NQRZZKDWDGD\¶VKHDOWKLV¶S:KLOHWKH\DUHLQUHDOLW\LQJRRG
physical health, they lack the true knowledge of their bodies to be able to recognise this fact.  
 It was in her previous novel, Persuasion, however, that Austen provided her most 
representative instance of the false understanding of the body created within the limits of a 
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domestic setting. Mary Musgrove in particular symbolises what Johnson has termed a 
µGLVWLQFWLYHO\IHPLQLQHERUHGRP¶WKDWDFFRPSDQLHVWKHVWDJQDWLRQRIGRPHVWLFOLIH67 Having 
escaped Kellynch Hall and the tyrannical dismissiveness of Sir Walter she was, with 
presumably little adventure, promptly re-confined with Charles Musgrove, a man for whom 
she was a second choice. In this situation, Mary shows no inclination for her duties as a 
mother and a desire for escape. It is in these conditions of enforced attachment to the home, 
when heUµIHHOLQJVJHQHUDOO\PDNHLWVR¶SWKDWVKHZRXOGUDWKHUEHHQMR\LQJWKHZLGHU
world, that her illness symptoms find their origin. Wiltshire finds Mary to be using illness as 




rather than being indefinable are shown to be directly triggered by a lack of power in terms of 
KHURZQDFWLYLW\6KHLVREVHVVHGZLWKKHULPPRELOLW\VKHFRPSODLQVRI&KDUOHV¶JUHDWHU
freedom, her lack of carriage and bemoans misconceptions about her walking abilities. In fact 
Mary cites her illness as having intensified wheQµ&KDUOHV>ZHQW@RXWVKRRWLQJ¶SGHVSLWH
her protests, showcasing his greater liberty. She is, in summary, an ignored body in the home, 
forced to commit to activities as a mother for which she has no inclination, and has no 
physical freedom through which she could know her own physical health. 
Though Mary is heavily satirised on the surface of Persuasion, she acts primarily as a 
voice of dissent against the effects of enforced female passivity. Her refusal to remain at 
home and nurse her son may seem a callous rejection of motherly duties that leaves her open 
WRGHULVLRQIURPWKHUHDGHU+RZHYHU$XVWHQVXEWO\WUDQVIRUPV&KDUOHVDQG0DU\¶VGLVSXWH
                                                          
67
 Johnson, p. 139. 
68





on the matter into a wider debate on gender politics. Charles, to whom Austen grants 





should not be seen to lessen the impact of these arguments. In a moment of potential humour, 
0DU\SURIHVVLQJKHULPDJLQDU\LOOQHVVPDNHVWKHLURQLFFODLPµ,DPVRLOO,FDQKDUGO\
VSHDN¶S7KHULGLFXORXVQHVVRIKHUFRPSODLQWLVQRWVLPSO\DV:LOWVKLUHSRVLWVWR
SRUWUD\KHUDVDµFRQWHPSWLEOHHPEOHPRIWKHLGOHJHQWOHZRPDQ¶VOLIH¶69 Instead, Austen uses 
such a ludicrous contradiction to demonstrate an entirely distorted conception of her 
SK\VLFDOLW\WRWKHH[WHQWZKHUHVKHLVXQDEOHWRFRQFHLYHRIHLWKHUKHUKHDOWKRUKHUERG\¶V
capabilities. With this bodily misconception she is caught in a state in which she 
fundamentally misunderstands and so misrepresents herself to, and repels, others. Mary is, 
therefore, as a tragic parody of the confined female body.   
Going beyond the sickly impression of the body mentally conjured by Mary, Diana 
and Susan, Emma Woodhouse works effectively to deny her own corporeal existence. Heydt-
6WHYHQVRQDUJXHVWKDWWKHLQIOXHQFHRI0U:RRGKRXVH¶VK\SRFKRQGULDOHDGV(PPDWRWKH
SRLQWZKHUHVKHLVµ>G@LVHQIUDQFKLVHGIURPKHUERG\>DQG@VKe displaces it on to Harriet and 
-DQHFRQWULYLQJFRXUWVKLSVDQGIDQWDVLVLQJVHGXFWLRQV¶70 +HUIDWKHU¶VPRQRPDQLDFDOIL[DWLRQ
with health of course has an impact on Emma in relation to the body. His obsession results in 
DUHVWUDLQWXSRQ(PPD¶VPRYHPHQWVEHyond the home that is perhaps greater than it would 
have been otherwise; it also sets the tone in Highbury for the body being a source of anxiety. 
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illness he projects. I would suggest that Emma does indeed displace her body, but that her 
RZQGULYHWRZDUGVEHLQJµXVHIXO¶UDWKHUWKDQ0U:RRGKRXVHLVWKHSULQFLSDOUHDVRQIRUWKLV
The contemporary concern with female activity in relation to the body is uniquely intense for 
(PPD$ORQJVLGHDGKHULQJWRWKHH[SHFWDWLRQWKDWVKHVKRXOGEHXQGHUWDNLQJµ>Z@RPDQ¶V
XVXDORFFXSDWLRQVRIH\HDQGKDQGDQGPLQG¶SVKHFRQWHQGVZLWKKHURZQVHOI-imposed 
obligation that as a permanently single woman she must find ways of being useful to 
marriageable women. Her heightened level of anxiety is shown in her obsession with the 
physicality of her female acquaintances. On meeting Jane Fairfax again, she painstakingly 
UHJLVWHUVKHUDSSHDUDQFHQRWQHJOHFWLQJHYHQKHUµGDUNH\H-lashes and eye-EURZV¶S
But it is through her efforts to be of use to Harriet that Emma most starkly shows her 
willingness to deflect her anxiety onto another body. 
(PPD¶VERGLO\GLVSODFHPHQWWDNHVDIRUPPXFKPRUHOLWHUDOWKDQWKDWZKLFK+H\GW-
Stevenson stipulates, with the heroine both trying to mould Harriet in her own image and live 
her bodily life through her. At a ball, for example, Emma, rather than being concerned with 
her own dancing seems to be constantly looking outwards towards Harriet. When Harriet is 
DVNHGWRGDQFH(PPDKDYLQJEHHQµVHOGRPPRUHGHOLJKWHG¶IHHOVµDOOSOHDVXUHDQGJUDWLWXGH¶
(p. 307). As Emma only half-MRNLQJO\DGPLWVVKHWULHVWRµ>D@GRSWKHUHGXFDWHKHU>«@>D@QG
PDNHKHUOLNH>KHU@VHOI¶S8OWLPDWHO\ZLWK+DUULHW Emma tries to rid herself of the 
troubling burden of her body. The effects of this psychological displacement can be seen in 
her lack of awareness of her own physicality. Despite being depicted as generally very self-
VDWLVILHG(PPDLVLQH[SOLFDEO\µOLWWOHRFFXSLHG¶ZLWKµKRZYHU\KDQGVRPHVKHLV¶S
-DQH6SHQFHUUHDGV(PPD¶VµKDELWXDOXQFRQVFLRXVQHVVRIKHURZQEHDXW\¶DVUHYHDOLQJRIKHU
µEHWWHUVLGH¶71 more accurately, this represents a great problem in Emma. At a social level, in 
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consequence of this unconsciousness, she causes unease by being unable to grasp the concept 
that men like Mr Elton are attracted to her. At a personal level, she is unaware of her own 
desire and as she tells us at the end of the novel, her true self.  
 In focusing on thesHFRPSOH[SV\FKRORJLFDOSKHQRPHQD$XVWHQ¶VWUHDWPHQWRIWKH
HIIHFWVRIGRPHVWLFLW\RQZRPHQ¶VUHODWLRQVKLSVZLWKWKHLUERGLHVGLIIHUVIURPKHUQHDU-
contemporaries such as Burney and Hays. For these authors, the pressures of female life that 
stem from domeVWLFLGHRORJ\WDNHWKHIRUPRIOLWHUDOUDWKHUWKDQLPDJLQHGLOOQHVVHV%XUQH\¶V
Camilla, beset by intensive observation from Edgar, her unpreparedness for society, and the 
LPSRVVLELOLW\RIWKHLGHDOVE\ZKLFKVKHLVH[SHFWHGWROLYHFROODSVHVµ:HDNIURPinanition, 
confused from want of sleep, harassed with fatigue, and exhausted by perturbation, she now 
IHOOVRLOOWKDWVKHVROHPQO\EHOLHYHGKHUIDWDOZLVKTXLFNDSSURDFKLQJ¶72 The mental 
onslaught to which she has been subjected over the course of the novel gives way to physical 
symptoms that take a near deathly toll.73 Burney shows that there is a fundamental 
incompatibility between the world beyond domesticity and the way in which women are 
prepared for it in both mental and physical terms. Acknowledging a natural connection 
between mind and body, she does not go as far as to recognise, like Austen, the possibility of 
a disjunction between the two. In Emma Courtney, Hays, more in keeping with the work of 
Austen, asserts that it is stasis and lack of event following confinement that leads to illness.  
Sad, vacant, inactive²the faculties both of mind and body seemed almost suspended. 
I became weak, languid, enervated²my disorder was a lethargy of soul. This was 
gradually succeeded by disease of body:²an inactivity, so contrary to all the habits of 
P\SDVWOLIHJHQHUDWHGPRUELGKXPRXUVDQGEURXJKWRQDVORZUHPLWWLQJIHYHU>«@
A third time it assailed me, at a shorter interval; and, though less violent, was more 
protracted, and more exhausting.74 
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While the causes of this instance of breakdown are an inversion of what happens in Camilla 
(1796), Hays relays the same sense of her heroine being helpless to an assault by rapidly on-
setting symptoms of illness. Reading these moments alongside one another, we are given the 
impression that both domesticating a woman used to a degree of liberty and stripping a young 
woman of the domestic setting for which she has been designed are equally violent acts. Like 
Burney, Hays conveys mental anguish naturally resulting in physical decline. This experience 
LVUHFRUGHGLQGHWDLOE\WKHKHURLQHVKRZLQJWKDWIRUKHUXQOLNHWKHPDMRULW\RI$XVWHQ¶V
women, the body is ever present in the mind.  
0DULDQQHERWKEHDUVVLPLODULW\WR+D\V¶KHURLQHDQGLVWKHRQHFHQWUDOIHPDOH
characteULQ$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOVIRUZKRPWKHUHVWUDLQWVRIGRPHVWLFLW\DSSHDUWRFDXVHUHDO
physical illness. Like Emma Courtney, she faces an increasingly pathological inability to act 
on her desire due to the restraints of her existence. After Willoughby leaves for London 
0DULDQQH¶VIUXVWUDWLRQVIUHTXHQWO\UHVXOWLQKHUEHLQJH[FXVHGE\(OLQRUDVµXQZHOO¶7KH
discovery of his impending marriage results in a physical breakdown described as: her being 
µIDLQWDQGJLGG\IURPDORQJZDQWRISURSHUUHVWDQGIRRG¶DQGKDYLQJµDQDFKLQJKHDGD
ZHDNHQHGVWRPDFKDQGDJHQHUDOQHUYRXVIDLQWQHVV¶S7KHJHQHUDOLVHGDQGVHOI-
imposed nature of her symptoms, however, mean that this illness has more in common with 




self-manufactured illness, albeit of a different character to those previously discussed. While 
these women have learnt psychically to obscure the body, for Marianne, her problem is an 
all-consuming fixation with it. Her body, as a desiring body, has been afflicted and she aims 





unlike them, her emphasis is not on literal illness, but rather on illness as a metaphor. In 
treating physical ailment this way, she is able to show complex and various reactions to 
domestic ideology that range from absorption of, to rebellion against, its ideals of the female 
body.  
,QFRQWUDVWWRWKHZRPHQLQ$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQZKRSXUSRVHIXOO\RURWKHUZLVHDYRLGWKH
material body, Marianne embraces her physical, and specifically sexual, life in resistance to 
silence and restraint. With her narrative, Austen seems to be gesturing towards the 
contemporary association between sensibility, sexuality with which it was closely linked, and 
IHPDOHLOOQHVV$V9DQ6DQWVXPPDULVHVRQHGHILQLWLRQRIVHQVLELOLW\ZDVµ([FHVVLYH
delicacy or DFXWHQHVVRIIHHOLQJ>WKDW@SURGXFHVDQLPSDLUHGRUGLVHDVHGVWDWH¶<HWWKLV
association is not invoked to condemn Marianne; in prompting this connection but also 
redefining illness, Austen rewrites this conventional narrative. Her first illness is after all not 
strictly real, but one over which Marianne has control. Advocating equality between her 
bodily needs, she tells us through her behaviour that if her desire cannot be fulfilled neither 
will her need for food or sleep. In forcing herself into illness in protest against her ignored 
ERG\VKHPRELOLVHVWKHFRQFHSWDWWKHKHDUWRIWKHFXOWRIVHQVLELOLW\WKDWµ>W@KHERG\LWVHOI
speaks ± DQGODQJXDJHLVLQDGHTXDWH¶75 This radical attitude is present in her behaviour over 





extends to her sexual objectification of men. The narrator, pre-empting the description 
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subsequently given by Marianne annRXQFHVWKDW(GZDUG)HUUDUVLVµQRWKDQGVRPH¶S
Elaborating on this point, Marianne informs us that 
µ>«@(GZDUGLVYHU\DPLDEOH>«@%XW\HW²he is not the kind of young man²there is 
something wanting²his figure is not striking; it has none of that grace which I should 
H[SHFWLQWKHPDQZKRFRXOGVHULRXVO\DWWDFKP\VLVWHU>«@¶S 
According to Heydt- 6WHYHQVRQLQ$XVWHQ¶VSHULRGµ>W@KHKRSHZDVWKDWZKHQZRPHQORRNHG
they filtered out the pornographic gaze²cleansing the image with their own merF\¶
0DULDQQH¶VGHVFULSWLRQDQGLQGHHGPHUFLOHVVQHVVKHUHVXJJHVWVRWKHUZLVH:KLOHVKH
HYHQWXDOO\VHWWOHVRQWKHHXSKHPLVWLFµJUDFH¶WKHGDVKHVWKDWSXQFWXDWHKHUILUVWVHQWHQFH
imply omission and that she is thinking of something more. In arguing here IRUKHUVLVWHU¶V
DQGQRWKHURZQULJKWWRDSK\VLFDOO\GHVLUDEOHSDUWQHU0DULDQQH¶VGHILDQWSULYLOHJLQJRIWKH
body proves to extend beyond the directly personal. But, in becoming this political vehicle 
and solely following her physical impulses she failVWRµUHDGWKHFRQYHQWLRQDOVLJQVRIPDOH
VH[XDODYDULFH¶76 allowing her rebellion to be undermined by the manipulative Willoughby. 
0DULDQQH¶VWUDMHFWRU\LVRQHWKDWLVUHSHDWHGWKURXJKRXW$XVWHQ¶VZRUNVHVWDEOLVKLQJ
a sense of the unavoidable danger women face in unthinkingly prioritising their bodily life 
over reason. By creating a pattern of rebellious female characters being disappointed by 
rakish figures Austen issues a stark reminder that even when women try to control their 
sexual destiny, the arena of sexual relations is unquestionably governed by men. Lydia 
embodies a protest against the silence surrounding female sexuality in the central household 
in Pride and Prejudice. It is notably she that silences the vocalisation of oppressive domestic 
ideolRJ\LQKHUKRXVHKROGE\VWRSSLQJ0U&ROOLQVIURPUHDGLQJ)RUG\FH¶VSermons (1765). 
When she speaks it tends to be on behalf of her body, whether she wants simply to exercise 
or have the opportunity to gaze lustfully at the soldiers. Nevertheless, her fixation with her 
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10). Though obsessed with her body she, seemingly equating height with sexual maturity, 
shows that she fundamentally misunderstands it. Before she too is fatally seduced, Maria is 
likewise an advocate for female bodily liberation. She dreads the return of Sir Thomas from 
Antigua, for instance, which signals the end of the freedom to use the body in performance of 
/RYHUV¶9RZV DQGWKHUHQHZDORIKLVVXUYHLOODQFHRIWKHEHDXW\RI0DQVILHOG3DUN¶V
young women. The moment in which Maria passes through the locked gate in Mr 
5XVKZRUWK¶VJURXQGVFDQDOVREHUHDGDVDQH[DPSOHRIVH[XDOUHEHOOLRQ77 Austen makes the 
SROLWLFDOLPSRUWRIWKLVVFHQHFOHDUZLWK0DULD¶VZRUGVµWKDWLURQJDWHWKDWKD-ha, give me a 
feeling of rHVWUDLQWDQGKDUGVKLS¶78 In passing through the gate, Maria both figuratively and 
literally steps beyond the constraints placed upon the body within a domestic setting.  
Despite the sparks of resistance offered by Maria and Lydia, their actions resolve little 
in the novels and their voices are pushed to the background, allowing silence to dominate the 
KRXVHKROGRQFHPRUHZLWKUHJDUGVWRWKHERG\6LJQDOOLQJLQSDUWLFXODU/\GLD¶VILQDQFLDO
hold over the Darcys from afar at Pride and Prejudice¶VHQGHeydt-Stevenson argues that 
$XVWHQGRHVQRWZKROO\FRQGHPQWKHVHFKDUDFWHUVDQGLQVWHDGµlaughs both at and with 
ZRPHQZKREUHDNUXOHVJRYHUQLQJJHQGHUDQGVH[XDOEHKDYLRXU¶79 While it is true that these 
FKDUDFWHUV¶SULPDU\UROHLQWKHQRYHOVLVQRWWREHpunished in aid of moral instruction, the 
assertion that their effect is primarily comedic is problematic. In completely and blindingly 
HPEUDFLQJWKHLUFRUSRUHDOOLIHDV,KDYHVKRZQWKHVHZRPHQ¶VUHODWLRQVKLSVZLWKWKHERG\
prove to be just as pathological as that of Mary or the Miss Parkers. In demonstrating their 
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vulnerability to predatory male characters Austen shows that, even when inciting resistance, 
the domestic interior and the gendered ideology it encodes manage to be harmful in terms of 
ZRPHQ¶V relationship to the body.   
$FFLGHQWVRXWGRRUVH[SRVLQJZRPHQ¶VSV\FKLFQRQ-)relationships with the body 
In showing the body to be imagined by Marianne, Maria and Lydia as primarily sexual, or 
irrevocably ailing by the Miss Parkers and Mary, Austen highlights a disjunction between the 
female mind and body. The author chooses to expose this disconnection in scenes of accident 
and injury usually occurring in the outdoors. Open spaces serve both a symbolic and literal 
purpose for Austen. In symbolic terms, when beyond domestic enclosure women are no 
longer in the space for which the contemporary ideal of the feminine body was designed. Put 
simply, the female body was supposed to be occupied in leisure activities and these pursuits 
most commonly took place indoors. In literal terms, in the outdoors women are usually in a 
less stable, familiar and more unpredictable environment than their home interiors. Owing to 
these qualities, to negotiate the outdoors successfully requires the ability to react physically to 
potentially adverse conditions, and so, the mind to meet with the material body. In exposing 
her characters to outside perils throughout her fiction, and documenting their levels of 
success in coping with them, Austen tests and reveals her female characteUV¶SV\FKLF
relationships ± or as is often more appropriate, non-relationships ± with their bodies.  
As I will first of all indicate, characters with non-conventional lifestyles or attitudes 
tend to function most effectively as they tackle the countryside, with Persuasion¶V0UV&URIW
providing the clearest example in this instance. Those who have been slavishly committed to 
a conduct-book-style education have been taught to perceive the body as little more than a 






female accomplishment training, Harriet. Looking lastly again at Marianne, as well as Louisa 
Musgrove, I will show how Austen uses outdoor accidents to alert characters who have 
fixated on their bodily life to the point of distortion to their own physical limitations. 
Occurring in almost every novel, these female outdoor incidents crystallise and are crucial to 
XQYHLOLQJ$XVWHQ¶s message regarding domesticity and the body. While it is all too easy to 
perceive that the corporeal is ignored in the fiction, in these episodes of female jeopardy the 
body forcibly announces itself and demands that we re-evaluate the surrounding silences in 
the narratives. 
Through Mrs Croft in particular, Austen posits that the inferiority of female physical 
capability is a direct result of domestic ideology and confinement. For the length of her 
marriage and so presumably adult life, Mrs Croft has lived an active, naval existence to the 
point where she now seems incongruous within a domestic setting. When Wentworth protests 




about [her], even at Kellynch-KDOO¶S. Her most convincing challenge to Wentworth 
FRPHVLQDIRUPWKDWTXRWHVDOEHLWIOHHWLQJO\GLUHFWO\IURP:ROOVWRQHFUDIW¶VThe Rights of 
Woman6KHSURWHVWVWKDWKHWDONVµDVLIZRPHQZHUHDOOILQHODGLHVLQVWHDGRIUDWLRQDO
FUHDWXUHV¶ (p1RWRQO\GRHV0UV&URIWYHQWULORTXLVH:ROOVWRQHFUDIW¶VFRQFHUQWKDW
implicit in associating women with trivial domestic comfort is the inhibiting assumption that 
WKH\DUHQRWµUDWLRQDOFUHDWXUHV¶EXWVKHDOVRVHHPVWRUHSUHVHQWWKHPHWKRGSURSRVHG in The 
Rights of Woman IRUYDOLGDWLQJZKDWLVRWKHUZLVHDQµDUELWUDU\¶KLHUDUFK\RIJHQGHU80 
                                                          
80
 The Rights of WomanSS0UV&URIW¶VUHIHUHQFHDQGLWVUDGLFDOLPSRUWDUHDOVRQRWHGE\-RKQVRQLQKHU






VDPHH[SHULHQFHVDVPHQDQGRQO\WKHQZLOOLWEHUHYHDOHGµKRZIDUWKH natural superiority of 
PDQH[WHQGV¶.81 7KHUHVXOWVRI$XVWHQ¶VWDNHRQWKLVH[SHULPHQWLQPersuasion are revealed by 
placing Mrs Croft in physical danger alongside her husband.  
 0UV&URIW¶VDELOLW\WRVWHHUWKHFDUULDJHWRDYRLGDIDOODQGUHPDLQXQID]HG when 
accidents do occur, is testament to her awareness of her body and its strength. When their 
FDUULDJHLVEHLQJVWHHUHGSRRUO\E\KHUKXVEDQG0UV&URIWWDNHVFRQWUROµE\FRROO\JLYLQJWKH
UHLQVDEHWWHUGLUHFWLRQKHUVHOI¶S)DUIURPWKLVEHLQJDn averted near-disaster, 
Wentworth implies that the overturning of the carriage is a semiregular event that his sister 
HYHQHQMR\Vµ,ZRQGHUZKHUHDERXWVWKH\ZLOOXSVHWWR-day. Oh! it does not happen very 








body is readily adaptable; having not been physically defined by, or confined to, the domestic 
space she can function in any setting. $VVKHSURYHVE\FRUUHFWLQJ$GPLUDO&URIW¶VVWHHULQJLI
women are not instilled with a false idea of their bodies, they can be equally, if not more, 
physically capable than men. While numerous women in the fiction are, as we will see, 
thwarted by brief moments of exertion, Mrs Croft survives her extreme lifestyle with 
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µH[FHOOHQWKHDOWK¶SZKLFKQRWably she, having a sound understanding of her physicality, 
can tell us about. 
:LWK$XVWHQ¶V\RXQJHUZRPHQWKHOHYHORIHPSKDVLVSODFHGXSRQDFFRPSOLVKPHQWV
in their formative years appears to bear direct correlation to the health of their relationship 
with the body. Elizabeth and Catherine, as I have shown, resist the psychic conditioning 
promoted through the practice of accomplishments. As such, scenes in open country are, as 
with Mrs Croft, used to show their successful negotiation of non-domestic spaces. With an 
ironic detachment from the world of accomplishment and feminine ideology Elizabeth is 
aware of her own fitness. The novel exhibits this athleticism in her famous walk to 
Netherfield, the potential for disaster in which occurs to all characters besides Elizabeth. 
Rewarding her practical attitude towards the body, she arrives free from injury. Austen 
FHOHEUDWHVKHUHDVHDQGH[XEHUDQFHDVVKHµMXPS>V@RYHUVWLOHVDQGVSULQJ>V@RYHUSXGGOHV¶S
33) on the way rendering the subsequent controversy Elizabeth meets with tonally ridiculous. 
:KLOHZHGRQRWOHDUQPXFKRI(OL]DEHWK¶VFKLOGKRRGZHDUHPDGHDZDUHWKDW&DWKHULQH¶V
HGXFDWLRQZDVSULPDULO\SK\VLFDOVKHµJUHDWO\SUHIHUUHGFULFNHW¶DORQJZLWKµEDVHEDOOULGLQJ
on horseback, and running about the FRXQWU\>«@WRERRNV¶RUDFWLYLWLHVVXFKDVµQXUVLQJD
dormouse, feeding a canary-ELUG¶LQWHQGHGWRLQFXOFDWHIHPLQLQLW\'RPHVWLFLGHRORJ\LW
seems, comes somewhat late to Catherine and, though she collects advice-giving quotations 
and begins to move in the fashionable world, she never appears fully to absorb ideals of 
feminine conduct. Despite the rapid changes in her body that result in her transforming from 
EHLQJµYHU\SODLQ¶WRµalmost SUHWW\¶SS-17) between the ages of fifteen and seventeen, 
her knowledge of and confidence in the body learnt through early freedom remains. She is 
DEOHIRULQVWDQFHWRPDNHWKHLPSRUWDQWDQGLQGHSHQGHQWVWHSLQFKDVLQJWKH7LOQH\Vµshe 
DOPRVWUDQ>«@6RUDSLGKDGEHHQKHUPRYHPHQWVWKDWLQVSLWHRIWKH7LOQH\V






97). Austen thus permits her, like Elizabeth, to go free from physical distress.  
In contrast to Elizabeth and Catherine, it is specifically women that are newly-trained 
in accomplishments who most disastrously tackle open spaces in the novels. Harriet in 
SDUWLFXODULVWKHDXWKRU¶VPRGHORIDQDFFRPSOLVKHGERG\7KLVLQ$XVWHQLDQWHUPVGRHVQRW
mean that she represents the epitome of physical perfection or grace in her execution of 
accomplishments ± in fact, the novel suggests that this is far from the truth, with Emma 
QRWLFLQJWKDWVKHµZDQW>V@>«@DOLWWOHPRUHNQRZOHGJHDQGHOHJDQFH¶S,QVWHDG+DUULHW
is paradigmatic of the disconnection WKDWRFFXUVEHWZHHQDZRPDQ¶VPLQGDQGERG\ZKHQ
corporeality has been solely registered in relation to appropriately feminine, or conduct-book-
sanctioned, behaviours. The absence of the material body in the mind of Harriet and its 
replacement by an accomplished body is abruptly brought to the narrative surface in a scene 




µDEVROXWHO\SRZHUOHVV¶WRIROORZ4XLWHOLWHUDOO\LWLVWKHIDFWWKDW+DUUiet has used her body to 
perform which causes her to be physically useless. As the gypsies symbolise, outside the 
confines of domesticity, polite and fashionable behaviour is irrelevant. Crumpled and weak 
ZKHQKHILQGVKHU)UDQNFDQWKLQNµRIQRRWKHUSODFH¶WREULQJ+DUULHWµWR+DUWILHOG¶SS-
$SSURSULDWHO\WKLVLVZKHUH(PPDKDVEHHQHQGHDYRXULQJWRUHILQH+DUULHW¶V
accomplishments and where her body, therefore, has relevance. 
 Throughout Emma WKLVHYLGHQWGLVMXQFWLRQEHWZHHQ+DUULHW¶VPLQGDQG physicality is 
ERWKZRUVHQHGDQGUHIOHFWHGLQWKHKHURLQH¶VWUHDWPHQWRIKHUDVDVXUURJDWHERG\)URPWKH





Harriet is psychologically detached. Harriet becomes a stranger in particular to her own 
sexuality, with Emma largely able to steer the direction of her desire. She manipulates her 
feelings firstly away from Robert Martin then towards Mr Elton before Harriet, in her 
FRQIXVLRQDQGIROORZLQJWKHLPSULQWRI(PPD¶s guidance, mistakenly believes herself to be 
attracted to Mr Knightley. Finally disassociated from Emma at the end of the novel, she 
V\PEROLFDOO\DSSHDUVWRUHFODLPKHUERG\DQGVH[XDOLW\µ7KHUHZDVDWRRWKDPLVV¶ Austen 
writes, signalling the beginningVRI+DUULHW¶VFRUSRUHDODZDNHQLQJ(PPDVHQGV+DUULHWZKR
KDGµUHDOO\ZLVKHGDQGKDGZLVKHGVRPHWLPHWRFRQVXOWDGHQWLVW¶WRKDYHWKLVGHQWDOLVVXH
addressed (p. 422).83 In sending Harriet away to repair her broken body, after her having been 
inexplicably unable to thus far, Emma figuratively returns it to her. Following this minutest 
of beginnings, we next hear of Harriet as having taken entire control of her bodily life, being 
about to marry Robert Martin, the man she has unconsciously always desired. 
$XVWHQ¶VZRPHQZKRVXIIHUGLVFRQQHFWLRQIURPWKHERG\LQWKHYHU\GLIIHUHQWVHQVH
that they over-privilege their erotic lives meet with even more severe episodes of accident 
and illness. The instances of bodily suffering endured by Louisa and Marianne are popularly 
viewed by critics as scenes of correction.84 7KHVHDUJXPHQWVFKDUDFWHULVH/RXLVD¶VIDOOIURP
WKH&REEDW/\PHRU0DULDQQH¶VLOOQHVVDW&OHYHODQGDVDIRUFHGFHVVDWLRQRIWKHLU
dangerously sexualised and improper behaviour that leads to re-education and improvement. 
However, this argument does not adequately explain the prominent and necessary role of the 
body in these instances. Critics that do read these scenes, and indeed the fiction, with an 
emphasis on corporeality ± most notably Wiltshire and Heydt-Stevenson ± tellingly do not 
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perceive these episodes as parables of correction.85 As well as paying attention to the body, to 
understand fully why these instances are not simply didactic, we also need to look at the 
nuanced psychological changes that Austen suggests happen following these incidents. 
&KDUDFWHUV¶PHQWDOVKLIWVIROORZLQJDFFLGHQWDQGLQMXU\DUHPRVWO\LOOXPLQDWHGWKURXJKZKDW
are, as is also often missed by scholars, altogether unsatisfactory ends for these characters. 
The blueprint for what happens to Louisa and Marianne in these episodes can be found, as I 
KDYHVXJJHVWHGLQ'HVFDUWHV¶LQVWUXFWLRQVIRUFDOPLQJWKHSDVVLRQVE\EHFRPLQJDZDUHRI
ERWKWKHPLQGDQGERG\DVZHOODVLQILFWLRQLQ+D\V¶DGRSWLRQRIWKLVSUDFWLFHIRUWKHKHUoine 
of Emma Courtney. 
Louisa, like Harriet, is newly accomplished but problematically she shows a stubborn 
and competitive fixation with her erotic life. Heydt-Stevenson argues that the event of 
/RXLVD¶VQHDU-IDWDOIDOOKDVDµFRPLFWRQH¶ZLWKWKHYHUEµWRMXPS¶EHLQJDEDZG\DOOXVLRQWR
µVH[XDOLQWHUFRXUVH¶86 While sexuality is of course prominent in this scene, humour alone 
does not justify why these events are more than merely didactic. Louisa falls because she is 




µGHOLJKWIXO¶SK\VLFDODFWLYLW\¶87 This extended period of erotic enjoyment is halted when 
Louisa is injured. A period of slow recovery follows during which the body, now broken, is 
finally at the forefURQWRI/RXLVD¶VFRQVFLRXVQHVVLQDPDQQHURWKHUWKDQVH[XDO0HGLWDWLQJ
XSRQKHUERG\LQWKLVµLQWHUHVWLQJVWDWH¶SVKHGHFLGHVWRVLOHQFHLWLQIDYRXURIKHU
mental life. This decision is represented in her new found fondness for books and choice RIµD
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unsettling, going against one of the few, and so pivotal, things we things we know about her: 
WKDWVKHKDVDµFKDUDFWHURIGHFLVLRQDQGILUPQHVV¶S/RXLVa shows the strain and 
discomfort of having to change, going against her known consistency of character to become 
µDSHUVRQRIOLWHUDU\WDVWHDQGVHQWLPHQWDOUHIOHFWLRQ¶S$OPRVWYLVLEO\HQDFWLQJKHU
ERGLO\UHSUHVVLRQGHVSLWHKDYLQJµYHU\PXFKUHFRYHUHG¶VKHLVGHSLFWHGDVEHLQJµDOWHUHG
WKHUHLVQRUXQQLQJRUMXPSLQJDERXWQRODXJKLQJRUGDQFLQJ¶S The final unlikely 
coupling of Captain Benwick and Louisa forms on the outskirts of narrative and is announced 
ZLWKOLWWOHH[SODQDWLRQ,QGRLQJVR$XVWHQOHDYHVWKHFRXSOLQJWRIHHOQRWµDEVXUGDQG
WKHUHE\ODXJKDEOH¶DVHeydt-Stevenson suggests,88 but anomalous, fitting in only as an 
uneasy piece of plot convenience.  
Marianne, showing that she perhaps represents the severest case of bodily self-
deception in the fiction, is plagued by accident and injury throughout Sense and Sensibility. 
After an early accident and her already-discussed subsequent self-imposed illness, she is 
finally struck with a real illness.89 Aligning her with not just Louisa, but also Harriet, Mrs 
&URIWDQG(OL]DEHWK0DULDQQH¶VLOOQHVVLVURRWHGLQDQRXWGRRULQFLGHQWLQZKLFKVKHZDnders 
ZKHUHWKHµJUDVVZDVWKHORQJHVWDQGZHWWHVW¶/LNH/RXLVD¶VMXPSKHUGDQJHURXVFROGLV
imposed through a lack of real bodily awareness: instead of seeing hers as a potentially sick 
ERG\LIVKHIDLOVWRFKDQJHKHUµZHWVKRHVDQGVWRFNLQJV¶S she is distracted by 
lamenting the wrongs done to her as a sexual body. In this instance, as Wiltshire writes 
0DULDQQH¶VµLOOQHVVFDUHHU>«@LVJLYHQZLWKVSHFLILFPHGLFDOGHWDLO¶90 The medicalisation of 
this illness along with the close attention Elinor SD\VWRµKHUVLVWHU¶VSXOVH¶DQG µ>K@HUEUHDWK
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centre stage. At the same time, we are made oddly aware that rationality, rather than physical 
health, is the goal RIKHUUHFRYHU\+HUPRWKHUZLOODUULYHHLWKHUWRILQGKHUGHDGRUµWRVHHKHU
UDWLRQDO¶SDQGDWWKHHQGRIWKHVLFNQHVV(OLQRUREVHUYHV0DULDQQH¶VµFRPSRVXUHRI
PLQG¶UHVXOWLQJIURPµVHULRXVUHIOHFWLRQ¶SS-0DULDQQH¶VLOOQHVVWKHQRYHO shows, is 
significant in as far as it allows her to become acquainted with her body and learn to control 
its passions. Thus, this section is fixated by stressing that this new balance in the mind has, in 
Cartesian fashion, been achieved.  
Having rediscovered their bodies through illness, Marianne and Louisa both 
knowingly abandon the body, becoming almost self-sacrificially plot devices by the end of 
each novel. What has been learnt by both women is an oppressive form of self-discipline: the 
body is muted in favour of privileging intellectual life. As we are briefly alerted to in her 
µYLROHQWVWDUW¶DQGµK\VWHULFV¶RYHU(GZDUG¶VPDUULDJHS0DULDQQHKDVQRWUHDOO\EHHQ
reformed. Instead she is in a state of self-punishment for the bodily sins that she committed 
which she recounts by verbally revisiting her fall ± in which she was at fault both for falling 
ZKLOVWHQMR\LQJWKHVHQVDWLRQRIWKHRXWGRRUVDQGµIDOOLQJ¶IRU:LOORXJKE\± and her self-
imposed illness. Evidently Marianne still desires Willoughby, and we have no evidence to 
suggest that Louisa has really stopped desiring Wentworth. She will simply, Marianne tells 
XVNHHSKHUGHVLUHVµUHJXODWHG¶DQGµFKHFNHG¶7KLVUHJXODWLRQLVDFKLHYHGWKURXJKDIRFXVRQ
intellectual life as is symbolised by each of their uncharacteristic newly sworn dedication to 
ERRNVDQGVWXG\,QDGGLWLRQWRUHDGLQJ0DULDQQHVWDWHVWKDWVKHZLOOµQRZOLYHVROHO\IRU
>KHU@IDPLO\¶SKHUXQLRQZLWK&RORQHO%UDQGRQLVTXLWHRSHQO\QRWIRUORYHRUGHVLUH
but a pragmatic decision. 
Far from either woman achieving happy marriages, their endings are portrayed as 






and her doctor is confident of her recovery.91 Louisa, too, is portrayed as dead when she is 
QRWVKHLVµWDNHQXSOLIHOHVV¶µKHUH\HVZHUHFORVHGVKHEUHDWKHd not, her face was like 
GHDWK¶S102). The idea of death is, then, introduced for symbolic purposes. Burying a part 
of themselves by silencing the influence of the bodies that had been all-consuming, they have 
HIIHFWLYHO\µGLHG¶DVLVVKRZQLQWKHLUEL]DUUHVKLIWVLQFKDUDFWHU92 Louisa and Marianne 
complete these symbolic deaths by acting as stand-ins for dead women the novels make clear 
are still loved by Captain Benwick (Fanny Harville) and Colonel Brandon (Eliza). Marrying 
PHQZKRWKH\KDYHLQ0DULDQQH¶VFDVHHYHQIRXQGUHSXJQDQWWKH\HUDVHWKHERG\QHLWKHU
desiring nor truly being desired.  
Conclusion: bodily rediscovery that leads to self-knowledge 
To ignore the body, as Louisa and Marianne finally commit to doing, is to ignore a 
fundamental element of the self, Austen shows. As I explore in this final part of the chapter, 
Austen makes this point clear through the trajectories of Emma and Anne, for whom 
rediscovering the body is rendered akin to achieving self-knowledge. This notion of reaching 
a state of self-awareness is widely accepted to be the fate of AXVWHQ¶VKHURLQHVZLWK
Catherine freeing herself from foolish Gothic illusions in Northanger Abbey and Elizabeth 
being unshackled from her prejudice towards Darcy in Pride and Prejudice. But what has not 
been recognised, in line with the prevailing conviction that Austen ignores the body, is that 
KDYLQJDQXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIRQH¶VRZQSK\VLFDOLW\LVFHQWUDOWRZKDWVKHGHILQHVDVVHOI-
knowledge. In this way, her model of self-knowledge differs from existing paradigms with 
which her work is evidently in dialogue. While Descartes, too, theorises that corporeal 
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understanding is key, he promotes gaining this awareness as a means of self-control, or 
µFRUUHFW>LQJ@RXUFRQVWLWXWLRQDOGHILFLHQFLHV¶DSUDFWLFHRIZKLFK$XVWHQOLNH+D\VLV
suspicious. The subject of self-knowledge is, conversely, hardly addressed in the individual 
sense by Wollstonecraft in The Rights of Woman. Although she repeatedly mentions the idea 
WKDWZRPHQ¶VERGLHVVKRXOGEHVWUHQJWKHQHGLQRUGHUWRDOORZWKHPWREHFRPHLQGHSHQGHQW93 
Wollstonecraft betrays an overall desire to avoid the subject of body. To place too much 
emphasis on female physicality might render her complicit in the cultural practice of fixating 
RQZRPHQ¶VERGLHVWRPDLQWDLQWKHLUµVODYLVKGHSHQGHQFH¶:KLOHThe Rights of Woman is 
overall intended to make women collectively self-aware of the degradation of their sex, what 
Wollstonecraft largely deals with is the more foundational issue of their being allowed to 
µXQIROGWKHLUIDFXOWLHV¶DQGGHYHORSLQGLYLGXDOFKDUDFWHUVLQWKHIirst place.94 Far more 
accepting of the existence of female individualism, Austen shows that characters who do not 
understand their bodies risk not knowing themselves in terms of their desires, capabilities and 
position in the world. 
 Employed entirely in sHUYLFHWRGHFRUXPDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVDQGXWLOLW\(PPD¶VERG\
is absent from her mind in any other respect for most of the novel. The most extreme 
manifestation of her repression of the body, her psychological displacement of it onto Harriet, 
comes to an abrupt halt when it seems that Harriet might truly usurp her bodily role in 
EHFRPLQJ0U.QLJKWOH\¶VORYHU7KHVFHQHWKDWIROORZV(PPD¶VGLVFRYHU\RI+DUULHW¶VWKUHDW
to her silenced desire is akin to the episodes of accident and illness in which female 
characters reach a new self-understanding: 
Every moment had brought a fresh surprise; and every surprise must be matter of 
humiliation to her.²How to understand it all! How to understand the deceptions she 
had been thus practising on herself, and living under!²The blunders, the blindness of 
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her own head and heart!²she sat still, she walked about, she tried her own room, she 
tried the shrubbery²in every place, every posture, she perceived that she had acted 
PRVWZHDNO\>«@ 
How long had Mr. Knightley been so dear to her, as every feeling declared 
KLPQRZWREH">«@VKHKDGEHHQHQWLUHO\XQGHUDGHOXVLRQWRWDOO\LJQRUDQWRIKHU
own heart²>«@VKHKDGQHYHUUHDOO\FDUHGIRU)UDQN&KXUFKLOODWDOOSS-86). 
This section of the novel features heavily in accounts RI(PPD¶VVXSSRVHGUHIRUPDWLRQ
before later being rewarded with Mr Knightley.95 Yet reading the above quotation closely, it 
is clear that Emma does not change in any essential way. Instead this scene is portrayed as an 




DZDNHQLQJZKLFKQRZFRLQFLGHVZLWK(PPD¶VVHOI-discovery. Fidgeting and constantly 
changing position alongside her self-assessment, Emma acts out the uncomfortable process of 
a body being newly accepted by its owner. She asserts her psychological reclamation of the 
ERG\E\YRZLQJWRµnot allow any other anxiety to succeed directly to the place in her mind 
ZKLFK+DUULHWKDGRFFXSLHG¶S6KHZLOOQRWDOORZKHUµOHLVXUHPRPHQWV¶no longer 
filled by preoccupation with Harriet, to return to being a source of anxiety and will instead 
DSSO\KHUVHOIWRZDUGVµXQGHUVWDQG>LQJ@KHURZQKHDUW¶S5DWKHUWKDQ(PPDILQDOO\
GHVHUYLQJKLPWKHQRYHO¶VFRQFOXVLRQVKRZVKHUXQGHUVWDQGLQJKer feelings for Mr Knightley 
and moving past the supposition that she would be best suited to Frank that was, in a state of 
detachment from her body, mistaken for true desire. 
$QQHWRRVHHPVWRµUHOHDUQ¶KHUERG\LQPersuasion. In her pre-narrative youthful 
romance with Wentworth, it is suggested, she knew her body, desire and indeed self. Her life 
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since has led her to bury these certainties. Heydt-6WHYHQVRQZULWHVWKDWµ>J@ULHIKDGWXUQHG
$QQH¶VERG\LQ&L[RXV¶VZRUGVµLQWRWKHXQFDQQ\VWUDQJHURQGLVplay²the ailing or dead 
ILJXUH>«@¶¶. While it is not just grief, but confinement and being treated as a non-entity by 
KHUIDPLO\WKDWKDVFDXVHGLWWKLVVHQVHRIWKHRWKHUQHVVRI$QQH¶VERG\LVDSSURSULDWH7KLV
deadened state of her physicality is rendeUHGPRUHXQFRPIRUWDEOHVWLOOE\:HQWZRUWK¶V
antithetical ability to redirect his sexual energies towards Louisa. Thus, while Heydt-
6WHYHQVRQPDLQWDLQVWKDW$XVWHQµUHDQLPDWHV¶ERWK:HQWZRUWKDQG$QQHLQWKHQRYHO96 I 
disagree. The process of bodily reanimation used in Persuasion is not specific to the 
relationship between Wentworth and Anne, but relates more widely to the politics of the 
IHPDOHERG\$QQH¶VFRUSRUHDOUHGLVFRYHU\RFFXUVRYHUDVHULHVDV$GHOD3LQFKKDVQRWHGRI
µVWUDQJHO\LQWUXVLYH¶PRPHQWVRISK\VLFDOLQWHUDFWLon between Anne and Wentworth.97 When 
:HQWZRUWKOLIWV$QQH¶VQHSKHZIURPKHUEDFNIRUH[DPSOHLWFRPHVDVDVXUSULVLQJO\
somatic moment, in which we as readers are suddenly made very aware of her body. The 
LQFLGHQWEHJLQVZLWK$QQHEHLQJµREOLJHGWRNQHHO down by the sofa, and remain there to 
VDWLVI\KHUSDWLHQW¶SKHUERG\LVVHUYLOHDQGKDVIDGHGLQWRWKHEDFNJURXQG:KHQD
FKLOGLVODWHUµXQIDVWHQHG¶IURP$QQHDQGVKHLVµUHOHDVHG¶VKHLVIDFLQJDZD\IURP
Wentworth and does not immediately know ZKRKDVµGRQHLW¶6KHLVIRUFHGWKHUHIRUHWR
UHDGKHUSK\VLFDOVHQVDWLRQVWRXQGHUVWDQGZKDWLVKDSSHQLQJ7KLVVFHQHDFWVDVDµGLVFRYHU\¶
(p. 74) of her body foremost, and is only secondarily an incident in her on-going saga with 
Wentworth.  
In her process of bodily rediscovery Anne nonetheless pointedly retains a distinct lack 
of corporeal agency. When Wentworth places Anne in a carriage, she appears to have learnt 
WKHOHVVRQVRIEHIRUHFRQILUPLQJZLWKKHUVHOIµ>\@HV ± he had done it. She was in the 
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body, Anne can positively assert what has happened to her. Yet as this quotation shows, 
SUREOHPDWLFDOO\$QQH¶VJURZLQJERGLO\DZDUHQHVVFRLQFLGHVZLWKKHURngoing physical 
dependence. When Anne declares for instance that she would rather walk home in the rain, 
:HQWZRUWKIODWO\GHQLHVKHUWKLVDXWRQRP\DQGWHOOVKHUµLWZRXOGEHPRUHSUXGHQWWROHW
>KLP@JHW>KHU@DFKDLU¶SIn this light, although Anne reawakens her body it is in a 
SUREOHPDWLFDOO\SDVVLYHZD\WKDWFRQWUDVWLQJO\HPSKDVLVHVPHQ¶VERGLO\IUHHGRP+HU
FRUSRUHDOUHGLVFRYHU\LVRQ:HQWZRUWK¶VWHUPVDQGRQO\RFFXUVEHFDXVHKHKDVGHFLGHGWR
act and acknowledge her physically. Overall, then, issues of female passivity that work to 
UHLQIRUFHWKHQRWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VZHDNQHVVDUHOHIWXQUHVROYHGLQWKHQRYHO7KXVLQVSLWHRI
protests against treatment of the female body in the figures of Mary and Mrs Croft, the 
µJHQGHUELDV¶RI+DUYLOOH¶VDQDORJ\ lingers over the ending of Persuasion with Anne left by 
Wentworth in a state of anxious retirement.98  
Mrs Smith further underlines the problem of female passivity in Persuasion. We are 
WROGWKDWVKHKDVOHGDµGLVVLSDW>HG@¶OLIHµYHU\PXFKLQWKHZRUOG¶p. 144), linking her to a 
lifestyle of idleness associated with the aristocracy and those who wished to ape its 
behaviours. In introducing her in a state of sickness, Austen almost seems to present her as a 
PDQLIHVWDWLRQRI:ROOVWRQHFUDIW¶VQRWLRQRIIDVKLRQDEOHZRPHQEHLQJµ>Z@HDNDUWLILFLDO
EHLQJ>V@¶ZKRH[DJJHUDWHWKHLUSK\VLFDOZHDNQHVVWRWKHSRLQWRIDSSHDULQJµVLFNO\¶99 With 
her state of incapacitation, Austen figuratively shows that with this false conception of the 
body Mrs Smith is useless in the world of work she now finds herself required to enter. 
Having viewed it only through the lens of fashion, Mrs Smith does not have a clear 
FRQFHSWLRQRIWKHERG\¶VPDWHULDOLW\6KHWKHUHIRUHKDVQRWRQO\WRUHOHDUQKHU










accomplishments, as discussed in the previous chapter, but also her physicality. Now, alone 
DQGµOLPLWHGWRDQRLV\SDUORXU¶VKHLVOHIWWRHQJDJHLQWKLVUHGLVFRYHU\RIKHUFRUSRUHDOLW\,Q
her isolated state of necessary self-VXIILFLHQF\VKHLVIRUFHGWRµILQ>G@HPSOR\PHQW>«@ZKLFK
was frRP1DWXUHDORQH¶S:LWKKHUERGLO\VHQVDWLRQVUHWXUQLQJVORZO\DQGVHSDUDWHO\
after her illness, Mrs Smith can become acutely accustomed to the reality of her body and its 
ZRUNLQJV6KHWHOOV$QQHµ>D@VVRRQDV,FRXOGXVHP\KDQGV>1XUVH5RRNH@taught me how 
WRNQLW¶S+DYLQJEHHQXVHGRQO\IRUGLVSOD\KHUERG\LVVORZO\UHWUDLQHGVRWKDWVKHLV
DEOHWRZRUNZLWKLWDQGVXUYLYHKHUQHZFLUFXPVWDQFHV0XFKPRUHWKDQWKHµSX]]OLQJO\
SUHGRPLQDQWIODZRULQWUXVLRQ¶LQWKHWH[WRIZKLFKVFKROars have dismissively written,100 
Mrs Smith strikingly represents that in the world beyond leisured domesticity the relationship 
women of are socially led to create with their bodies is utterly untenable.  
7KURXJKRXWWKLVFKDSWHU,KDYHVKRZQWKDWLQ$XVWHQ¶s fiction it is a major concern that 
VRFLHW\ZRUNVLQHIIHFWWRµGRPHVWLFDWH¶WKHPLGGOH-class female body. Austen shows that 
ZRPHQ¶VOLPLWHGVSKHUHDQGWKHZD\WKH\DUHWDXJKWWREHKDYHZLWKLQWKLVGLVDVVRFLDWHV
them from the body. Whether in absorption of or rebellion to domestic ideals, women appear 
to be equally dislodged from their physicality. In seeking faithfully to represent this absence 
of the body in the mind, Austen is notoriously silent in terms of depicting corporeal life. 
Departing from scholarship that has either been disappointed in a lack of physicality in 
$XVWHQ¶VZRUNRUVRXJKWUHDFWLYHO\WRH[DJJHUDWHLWVSUHVHQFH,KDYHWKXVERWK
acknowledged the absence of the female body in the novels and contended that they are 
deeply concerned ZLWKLW$XVWHQ¶VVWUDWHJLFVLOHQFHVXUURXQGLQJWKHERG\LVLQWHUUXSWHGDQG
the issues it gestures towards exposed, most notably through outdoor incidents that require 
the mind to communicate with the body. In the pain, stillness and isolation of sickness and 
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injury that is often the result of these outdoor episodes, women are presented with a unique 
opportunity for the workings of the body to become disclosed to their minds. Through these 
events, female characters seem to arrive at a new degree of self-understanding. The novels 
move towards bodily knowledge and self- knowledge at the same rate in this way because, to 
Austen, these are one and the same. Not simply a surface to be read, as contemporary 
practices such as accomplishments, thinkers such as Wollstonecraft and More and even 
critics of the fiction suggest, the body is, Austen shows, a fundamental element of selfhood. 
$OWKRXJKXOWLPDWHO\VXFFHVVIXO$XVWHQ¶VVFHQHVSURPSWLQJDSURFHVVRIVHOI-
discovery are also distinctly dark in tone. In the novels, Louisa nearly dies, Harriet is 
viciously attacked and Mrs Smith has to become crippled. To Austen then, the 
misrepresentation women are given of their bodies is deeply serious. The sharp shock 
delivered by her chosen methods of revealing this misrepresentation reflects that, as Jane 
6SHQFHUQRWHVµ$XVWHQ>«@ZDQW>V@DEHWWHUVWDWXVIRUZRPHQLQ>WKHJHQGHU@KLHUDUFK\¶101 
/LNH:ROOVWRQHFUDIWVKHUHDOLVHVWKDWWRDFKLHYHWKLVHOHYDWLRQZRPHQPXVWILUVWµKDYHSRZHU
>«@RYHUWKHPVHOYHV¶102  But, going further WKDQ:ROOVWRQHFUDIW¶VGHPDQGIRUZRPHQWREH
allowed to strengthen the body, what Austen particularly recognises is that an accurate 
conception of the body is integral to this self-possession. This new-found power might result, 
as it does with Marianne and Louisa, in a more conscious repression of the body for 
pragmatic ends. More positively a consciousness of the body can result in a new found clarity 
DQGDELOLW\WRDFWRQRQH¶VGHVLUHVDVZLWK(PPDRUEHWKHIRXQGDWLRQIRU relative physical 
autonomy as it is with Elizabeth. Yet most profoundly and progressively, as Mrs Smith 
demonstrates in her transformation from fashionable cypher, that knowledge of the body is 
FUXFLDOO\WKHEDVLVIRUDZRPDQ¶VDELOLW\WRIXQFWLRQZLWKDGHJUHHRILQGHSHQGHQFHLQVRFLHty. 
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Silence, distance and absence: The politics of female exclusion 
 
µ7KDWLV,FDQUHDGSRHWU\DQGSOD\VDQGWKLQJVRIWKDWVRUWDQGGRQRWGLVOLNH
travels. But history, real solemn history, I cannot be interested in. Can \RX"¶ 
µ<HV,DPIRQGRIKLVWRU\¶ 
µ,ZLVK,ZHUHWRR,UHDGLWDOLWWOHDVDGXW\EXWLWWHOOVPHQRWKLQJWKDWGRHVQRW
either vex or weary me. The quarrels of popes and kings, with wars or pestilences, in 
every page; the men all so good for nothing, and hardly any women at all²it is very 
tiresome: and yet I often think it odd that it should be so dull, for a great deal of it 
must be invention. The speeches that are put into the heroes' mouths, their thoughts 
and designs²the chief of all this must be invention, and invention is what delights me 
LQRWKHUERRNV¶ 
µ+LVWRULDQV\RXWKLQN¶VDLG0LVV7LOQH\µDUHQRWKDSS\LQWKHLUIOLJKWVRIIDQF\
They display imagination without raising interest. I am fond of history²and am very 
well contented to take the false with the true. In the principal facts they have sources 
of intelligence in former histories and records, which may be as much depended on, I 
FRQFOXGHDVDQ\WKLQJWKDWGRHVQRWDFWXDOO\SDVVXQGHURQH
VRZQREVHUYDWLRQ>«@¶ 
µ<RXDUHIRQGRIKLVWRU\²and so are Mr. Allen and my father; and I have two 
EURWKHUVZKRGRQRWGLVOLNHLW>«@¶ 
   Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey (1818)1 
 
7KH(YHQWVRIWKLV0RQDUFK¶V>&KDUOHV,@UHLJQDUHWRRQXPHURXVIRUP\SHQDQG
indeed the recital of any Events (except what I make myself) is uninteresting to me; 
my principal reason for undertaking the History of England being to prove the 
innocence of the Queen of Scotland, which I flatter myself with having effectually 
GRQHDQGWRDEXVH(OL]DEHWKWKR¶,DPUDWKHUIHDUIXORf having fallen short in the 




± and specifically historical ± authority. One of several important ideas expressed in the first 
RIWKHDERYHTXRWDWLRQVLV&DWKHULQH¶VVHQVHRIIHPDOHDOLHQDWLRQ$VDFRQVHTXHQFHRI 
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 Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey (1818) (London: Penguin Books, 2011), pp. 104-05. All subsequent references are to this 
edition.  
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LQCatharine and Other Writings, ed. by Margaret Anne Doody and Douglas 






men instead, Catherine feels that young women readers cannot relate to these works. 
Historical books are targeted towards and find a male audience, the heroine suggests, listing 
all of the men who enjoy history in her close circle of acquaintance. Eleanor Tilney, 
presumably under the charismatic influence of her brother, Henry, proves to be an exception 




popular accounts of history used as authorities are unreliable, Austen suggests; they have 
suffered by being filtered through various retellings, becoming further removed from the 
original event each time. As this conversation subtly reveals, lacking access to the wider 
world and formal education women were necessarily more dependent on second-hand 
information received through sources such as history books. As the sex for whom generally 
IHZHUHYHQWVRILPSRUWDQFHµDFWXDOO\SDVVXQGHURQH
VRZQREVHUYDWLRQ¶WKHLUXQUHOLDELOLW\LV
particularly problematic for women. Yet, LQSRLQWLQJRXWWKDWµDJUHDWGHDORI>KLVWRU\@PXVW
EHLQYHQWLRQ¶$XVWHQDOVRZRUNVWROHYHOWKHground between novels and history books. 
Gesturing towards her own authorial enterprise, she implies that her invented narratives 
might to some degree also serve the purpose of historical record.  
 $XVWHQ¶VLPSXOVHWRZULWHKLVWRU\FDQEHWUDFHGEDFNWRµ7KH+LVWRU\RI(QJODQG¶
(1791) from the second volume of her juvenilia. In this satirical work, Austen joins the 
QXPEHURIWKHµQLQH-KXQGUH>G@DEULGJHU>V@RIWKH+LVWRU\RI(QJODQG¶SWRZKLFKVKH
scathingly later refers in Northanger Abbey. The piece sets out to expose the limits of 
KLVWRULFDOZRUNVOLNH2OLYHU*ROGVPLWK¶VHistory of England (1764), one of several books 





Austen mockingly states that she wilOLQFOXGHµYHU\IHZ'DWHVLQWKLV+LVWRU\¶SDQGDW
UHJXODULQWHUYDOVWKDWVKHFDQQRWµSHUIHFWO\UHFROOHFW¶SFHUWDLQGHWDLOV)RUHVKDGRZLQJ
WKHFRQYHUVDWLRQEHWZHHQ&DWKHULQHDQG(OHDQRUVKHIXUWKHUHPSKDVLVHVKHUZRUN¶V
unreliability by depending on fiction for its sources. When describing the reigns of Henry IV 
and Henry V, $XVWHQZULWHVIRULQVWDQFHWKDWµ,PXVWUHIHUWKH5HDGHUWR6KDNHVSHDU¶V3OD\V¶
(p. 134). Alongside challenging the authority of history books through parody, she seeks to 
UHYLVHWKHPE\EULQJLQJZRPHQWRWKHIRUHRIµ7KH+LVWRU\¶$VWKHVHFRQGTXRWDWLRQDERYH
GHPRQVWUDWHV$XVWHQSRUWUD\VPDOHPRQDUFKVDVµXQLQWHUHVWLQJ¶SFRPSDUHGWR
women, giving Elizabeth I by far the most space in her account. Though her professed 
ambition is to vindicate Mary I of Scotland, her work becomes a defence of Elizabeth I, 
FODLPLQJWKDWµVKHFRXOGQRWKDYHFRPPLWWHGVXFKH[WHQVLYHPLVFKHLI>VLF@KDGQRWWKHVHYLOH
DQGDEDQGRQHG0HQFRQQLYHGDWDQGHQFRXUDJHGKHULQKHU&ULPHV¶p. 140). Dedicating this 
work to her sister Cassandra, Austen shows a desire to address the alienation felt by female 
readers of history such as Catherine Morland. Drawing on fiction and taking what amounts to 
a feminist revisionist approach to history,3 µ7KH+LVWRU\RI(QJODQG¶SURYLGHVWKHIRXQGDWLRQ
IRU$XVWHQ¶VODWHUDFKLHYHPHQWLQKHUQRYHOV4 
 )DUIURPEHLQJYLHZHGDVDQDXWKRUHQJDJHGZLWKKLVWRULFDOHYHQWV$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQ
has long been criticised for its perceived lack of interest in political matters traditionally of 
FRQFHUQWRKLVWRULHV5DOSK:DOGR(PHUVRQIDPRXVO\ZURWHWKDWKHUQRYHOVVHHPµLPSULVRQHG
in their wretched conventions of English society, without genius, wit, or knowledge of the 
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/RRVHUDGGVWKHDXWKRUµSUHVHQW>V@KHUVHOIDVDULYDOWRKLVWRULDQV¶DVµDZULWHURIZRUWK\ILFWLRQ¶SS-87, 191. Drawing 
RQ/RRVHU¶VZRUN/LVD.DVPHUVLPLODUO\VXJJHVWVWKDWµ7KH+LVWRU\¶SUHVHQWVDPRGHOWKDWVKRZVµDFRQWLQXXPEHWZHHQWKH
JHQUHVRIKLVWRU\DQGKLVWRULFDOILFWLRQ¶ZKLFKµQRWRQO\H[SRVHVWKHILFWLRQDOLW\RIKLVWRU\¶EXWDOVRFKDOOHQJHVWKHQRWLRQRI
DGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQµPDOH¶KLVWRU\DQGµIHPDOH¶QRYHOV/LVD.DVPHUNovel Histories: British Women Writing History, 





ZRUOG1HYHUZDVOLIHVRSLQFKHG	QDUURZ¶5 Winston Churchill also noted incredulously of 
$XVWHQ¶VFKDUDFWHUVµ:KDWFDOPOLYHVWKH\KDGWKRVHSHRSOH1RZRUULHVDERXWWKH)UHQFK
5HYROXWLRQRUWKHFUDVKLQJVWUXJJOHRIWKH1DSROHRQLF:DUV¶6 More recently, in turning 
scholarly attention towards the silences regarding slavery in Mansfield Park (1814) Edward 
6DLGKDVIRXQGWKHQRYHOWURXEOLQJLQLWVDSSDUHQWXQFULWLFDOFRPSOLFLW\7KRXJK$XVWHQ¶V
alleged omissions still shock readers to this day, this was in actuality a point of criticism she 
foresaw and contended with as she wrote. We see in her letters that she rejected a proposal 
IURPWKH3ULQFH5HJHQW¶VOLEUDULDQWRZULWHDERXWDFOHUJ\PDQZLWKNQRZOHGJHµRI6FLHQFH	
3KLORVRSK\¶RQWKHJURXQGVRIKHUEHLQJµWKHPRVWXQOHDUQHG	XQLQIRUPHG)HPDOHZKR
ever GDUHGWREHDQ$XWKRUHVV¶:ULWLQJRIPride and Prejudice (1813) she affirms that she is 
µZHOOVDWLVILHGHQRXJK¶ZLWKWKHQRYHORQO\WRVXJJHVWLURQLFDOO\WKDWWKHZRUk might be 
LPSURYHGE\µDORQJ&hapter ± RIVHQVH>«@RQ:DOWHU6FRWWRUWKHKLVWRU\RI %XRQDSDUWH¶7 
$XVWHQ¶VIDLOXUHto discuss overtly in her works pressing contemporary matters was always, 
she suggests with mocking self-deprecation, a conscious artistic choice.  
With the pen, as she announces in Persuasion QRORQJHURQO\LQPHQ¶V hands,8 
Austen intended to write ZRPHQ¶V history as she saw it unfolding. Seeking to correct the past 
ills to which Catherine refers, Austen marginalises pressing contemporary issues such as the 
debates concerning the slave trade, French Revolution and Napoleonic wars in order to 
FDSWXUHIHPDOHH[SHULHQFH$XVWHQ¶VRPLVVLRQRIWKHVHVXEMHFWVGRHVQRWEHWUD\KHUGLVLQWHUHVW
LQµXQIHPLQLQH¶PDWWHUVEXWUDWKHUKHUFRQFHUQWKDWWKH\DUHFXOWXUDOO\GHVLJQDWHGDVVXFK$V
I discussed in relation to the body in Chapter 2, Austen uses silence regarding politics as a 
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 Ralph Waldo Emerson, Emerson in His Journals, ed. by Joel Porte (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982), p. 
495. 
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 Winston S. Churchill, The Second World War, Volume V: Closing the Ring (London: Houghton Mifflin, 1986), p. 377. 
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fidelity to female experience that, for example, as Said observes of Mansfield Park, the issue 
of slavery exists only in the narrative background. For Austen, the absence of politics mirrors 
ZRPHQ¶VGLVFRQQHFWLRQIURPWKHVHPDWWHUVZLWKLQGRPHVWLFFRQILQHPHQWDQGXQGHUWKH
influence of psychologically oppressive domestic ideology. Responding to the failings of 
former histories, through her silences $XVWHQGRFXPHQWVWKHKLVWRU\RIZRPHQ¶VSROLWLFDO
exclusion in her fiction. 
Of course, Austen was not the first female historian, nor is this thesis the first to figure 
her in such a role. A recent study by Janine Barchas, for instance, looks at references to 
eighteenth-FHQWXU\FHOHEULW\FXOWXUHLQ$XVWHQ¶VZRUNDUJXLQJWKDWVKHµFUHDWH>V@SHUKDSV
her own prototype of the so-FDOOHGKLVWRULFDOQRYHO¶9 ([SDQGLQJXSRQ:LOOLDP*DOSHULQ¶V
statement in The Historical Austen WKDW$XVWHQLVµDKLVWRULDQRIKHUPLOLHX¶10 
%DUFKDVUHMHFWVWKHLPDJHRIWKHDXWKRUDVµDFORLVWHUHGUHFWRU\GDXJKWHULQQRFHQWRIODUJHU
VRFLDODQGSROLWLFDOHYHQWV¶11 Devoney Looser has similarly argued that Austen presents her 
QRYHOVDVµSUHVHnt-WHQVHµKLVWRULHV¶¶WKDWRIIHUDQDOWHUQDWLYHWRUHDGLQJµSDVWKLVWRU\¶/RRVHU
however contends that Austen does not criticise history books for their exclusion of women 
EHFDXVHµ>V@HYHUDOKLVWRULHVZLWKSUHFLVHO\WK>H@JRDO>WRLQFOXGHZRPHQ@KDGDSSHDred in 
>UHFHQW@GHFDGHV¶12 While such texts were available, as Catherine shows these were not 
necessarily what children were given to read in the schoolroom; there is still corrective work 
to be done, Austen suggests. One of the contemporary writers to have addressed the absence 
of women in historical works was Lucy Aikin whose Epistles on Women (1810) receives 
SDUWLFXODUDWWHQWLRQLQ/LVD.DVPHU¶VUHFHQWVWXG\Novel Histories (2012). Other prominent 
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 Janine Barchas, Matters of Fact in Jane Austen: History, Location, and Celebrity (Maryland: The John Hopkins University 
Press, 2012), p. 115. 
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 William Galperin, The Historical Austen (Philadelphia: The University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003) p. 217. 
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female historians of the period included Mary Wollstonecraft, who wrote An Historical and 
Moral View of the French Revolution; and the Effect It Has produced in Europe (1794) and 
Catharine Macaulay, the first woman to write a history of England. While, as Kasmer shows, 
WKHVHZRPHQ¶VKLVWRULHVRIWHQKDGIHPLQLVWLQWHQWLRQV13 all of these authors choose to map 
their work along essentially traditional political lines. In striving to put women at the centre 
RIKHUZULWLQJLWLV$XVWHQ¶VVWUDWHJ\WRGLVUHJDUGWKHSROLWLFDOHYHQWVWKDWIHDWXUHFHQWUDOO\LQ
the works of her forerunners. This chapter will thus depart from the recent critical trend that 
aligns Austen with histories by focusing on her minute contextual references. Rather, I want 
to foreground the silences that are at the root of her reputation as an ahistorical writer and yet 
which have often gone unacknowledged by the scholars who seek to refute this perception.  
In showing Austen to be documenting history in her fiction, I am suggesting that, 
KRZHYHUXQFRQYHQWLRQDOO\KHUZRUNVDUHLQGHHGSROLWLFDO%\GLVFXVVLQJ$XVWHQ¶VSROLWLFDO
nature, my work contributes to a debate defined on either side by the seminal works of 
Marilyn Butler and Claudia Johnson. Both of these scholars believe that the key to 
XQGHUVWDQGLQJ$XVWHQ¶VSROLWLFDOSRVLWLRQLVLQXQORFNLQJKHUVLOHQFHV,QJane Austen and the 
War of Ideas (1975) Butler FRQWHQGVWKDWZKHQ$XVWHQZDVZULWLQJµLWZDVLPSRVVLEOHto be 
XQWRXFKHG¶µE\WKHFXUUHQWFRQWURYHUVLHV¶'UDZLQJXSRQ$XVWHQ¶VH[FOXVLRQRINH\
contemporary events such as the Napoleonic Wars, Butler concludes that her work is 
µH[SUHVVLYHRIWKHFRQVHUYDWLYHVLGHLQDQDFWLYHZDURILGHDV¶:KLOHLWLVWUXHWKDt Butler 
PDUNHGDVKLIWLQ$XVWHQFULWLFLVPE\RSSRVLQJRQHµRIWKHFRPPRQHVWFULWLFDODVVXPSWLRQV¶
that her work is apolitical,14 ,ZRXOGXSKROG-RKQVRQ¶VFRPSODLQWWKDWLQVKRZLQJ$XVWHQWR
be part of a dominant, conservative school of thought, she does not truly allow the author to 
EHDµZDUULRURILGHDV¶/RRNLQJSULPDULO\DWJHQGHUSROLWLFV-RKQVRQPDLQWDLQVWKDW$XVWHQ¶V




pp. 15, 26-27. 
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issue here, as signalled in my Introduction, with her interpretation of the authoU¶VVLOHQFHV7R
VXJJHVWWKDW$XVWHQ¶VVLOHQFHVDUHDPDVNEHKLQGZKLFKWRIRUZDUGDSURJUHVVLYHDJHQGD
ZLWKLQWKHQRYHOV¶DFWLRQLVWRXQGHUHVWLPDWHWKHPDQQHULQZKLFKVLOHQFHLVHPSOR\HGLQWKH
ILFWLRQ-RKQVRQ¶VPRGHORIVLOHQFHVXJJHVWVDVLGHVWHSIURm overt polemics to subtlety which, 
ZKLOHSHUKDSVDSSURSULDWHWRWKHTXHVWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VULJKWVGRHVQRWDGHTXDWHO\H[SODLQWKH
QRYHOV¶WUHDWPHQWRIRWKHUSROLWLFDOLVVXHV8QOLNH-RKQVRQ,GRQRWEHOLHYHWKDWWKHULJKWVRI
woman debates constitute one oI$XVWHQ¶VH[FOXVLRQVLQWKHVDPHZD\WKDWVODYHU\D
particular focus in this chapter, does. As I show throughout this study, Austen takes a firm 
stance in relation to the contemporary situation of women. In contrast to other contemporary 
political matters, her experience allows and even necessitates her participation in these 
debates, she shows.  
7KHTXHVWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VOLPLWHGH[SHULHQFHDQGWKHUHIRUHNQRZOHGJHRIQRQ-
domestic reality figures centrally in this chapter. In effect, the novels function as 
epistemological enquiries: they are studies of ways of knowing and how these are gendered 
by society. The subjects of knowledge and learning were burgeoning fields of debate in the 
long eighteenth century, with philosophers such as John Locke, David Hume, Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, and educational writers Maria and Richard Lovell Edgeworth, contributing 
influential texts.16 Austen joins this contemporary discourse by offering a critique of female 
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practices of learning by rote in which we see the Bertram girls or Mary Bennet engaging.17 
Aligning herself with the work of Frances Burney, Austen advocates learning from direct 
H[SHULHQFH%XUQH\VXEMHFWVKHUKHURLQHVWRLQWHQVHH[HUFLVHVLQµFRPLQJRXW¶RUEHLQJ
introduced to society as a marriageable adult. Through experiences that allow for action, 
involvement in and perception of non-domestic environments her characters learn hard 
lessons about being a woman in contemporary society. In attaining knowledge through what 
are for women unconventional methods, as The Wanderer¶V-XOLHWSDUWLFXODUO\VKRZV
KHUKHURLQHVVXEYHUWJHQGHUHGHSLVWHPLFQRUPV$XVWHQ¶VKHURLQHVLQWKHSURFHVVRIFRPLQJ
out ± Catherine and Fanny ± do not have experiences so extreme. Instead, they are largely left 





Beginning with this theme of knowledge, I open the chapter with the issue of female 
LJQRUDQFHLQUHODWLRQWRWKHILFWLRQ¶VFRPSOLFDWHGURPDQFHSORWV-DQH%HQQHW¶VLQDELOLW\WR
communicate directly with Bingley after he leaves Netherfield despite travelling to be near 
KLPDQG0DULDQQH¶VSDUDOOHOVLWXDWLRQZLWK:LOORXJKE\DUHFUXFLDOLQFUHDWLQJWKHURPDQWLF
suspense in Pride and Prejudice and Sense and Sensibility (1811). I demonstrate how these 
SHUVRQDOFULVHVPLUURUZLGHULVVXHVRIZRPHQ¶VUHODWLRQVKLSVWRDQGLQIOXHQFHLQWHUPVRI
political matters. Tying in closely with this section, the second part of the chapter will look at 
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how lack of freedom for women results in a dependence on men as a source of information. A 
gendered hierarchy in terms of knowledge is established by Austen in which in deference to 
male companions characters such as Catherine and Fanny neglect their often superior powers 
of intuition. Lastly, the chapter will turn to exploring female political exclusion in relation to 
slavery, principally, in Mansfield Park. The slave trade is both the subject for which Austen 
is most notorious for having mentioned and, post-Said, for not having discussed in any detail. 
The silence surrounding slavery in the fiction is echoed with regards to other contemporary 
political matters, including the French Revolution and Napoleonic wars. While I will draw 
upon these matters, this chapter dwells most concertedly on slavery as the issue through 
ZKLFK$XVWHQLPSOLHVZRPHQ¶VOLPLWHGDFFHVVWRLQIRUPDWLRQDQGDXWRQRP\DVFLWL]HQV
becomes the most troubling. 'RPHVWLFLW\$XVWHQVKRZVFUHDWHVVLOHQFHVLQZRPHQ¶VOLYHV
In addressing the silence regarding slavery in particular, she questions what the implications 
RIGRPHVWLFLW\DUHIRUZRPHQ¶VPRUDODJHQF\ 
Female ignorance and the romance plot 
$XVWHQ¶VURPDQWLFSORWVDUHRIWHQUHYHDOLQJRIWKHZLGHUHSLVWHPLFFRQVWUDLQWVZRPHQODERXU
under in the fiction. In their romantic dealings, female characters are hindered and frequently 
suffer emotionally due to a paucity of knowledge. The lack of information women have 
regarding their love lives bears direct correlation to their limited freedom of movement 
compared to men. In the novels, Austen is fixated with the idea of a woman going to great 
lengths in order to follow a love interest, only for them to be confined and unable to see them. 
,Q0DULDQQHDQG-DQH%HQQHW¶VHSLVRGHVRIWUDYHOOLQJWREHQHDUWKHDEVHQW:LOORXJKE\DQd 
Mr Bingley, for example, they each gain only a maddening proximity rather than the ability 
to confront their lovers. Through instances such as these, Austen uses the personal to make a 





manipulation in romance owing to their not having the rights and freedom of movement 
political citizenship affords men. On the other, these episodes of romantic frustration present 
SDUDGLJPVRIZRPHQ¶VSRVLWLRQLQUHODWLRQWRPDWWHUVRf wider political significance. The 
dynamic between Anne and Wentworth in Persuasion, I will illustrate, most clearly 
VKRZFDVHVWKHSHUVRQDODQGSROLWLFDOOLQHVRI$XVWHQ¶VDUJXPHQWDWZRUN 
In the novels, it is symbolically in London ± WKHFRXQWU\¶VFHQWUe of business and 
politics, and so a predominantly masculine sphere ± that female characters find themselves 
confronted with the limits of their power. In Pride and Prejudice, Jane Bennet, having been 
quietly confident of his affection, is inexplicably abandoned by Mr Bingley. With this event, 
the Bennet sisters are left in a state of aimless conjecture. Bingley, a character about whom 




in the novel. Given the opportunity of a visit to the Gardiners, Jane decides to follow him to 
London. In aping masculine freedom of movement in this way, she hopes to have access to 
the same understanding as Bingley of their romantic status. Yet even in London, she remains 
in the same state of unknowing passivity. Mrs Gardiner foresees the frustrations that await 
-DQHDVDUHVXOWRIZRPHQ¶VUHVWULFWHGDXWRQRP\µ:HOLYHLQVRGLIIHUHQWDSDUWRIWRZQDOO
our connections are so different, and, as you well know, we go out so little, that it is very 
LPSUREDEOHWKH\VKRXOGPHHWDWDOOXQOHVV>%LQJOH\@UHDOO\FRPHVWRVHHKHU¶S7KXV
µ)RXUZHHNVSDVVHGDZD\DQG-DQHVDZQRWKLQJRIKLP¶S$V(OL]DEHWKREVHUYHVRI
-DQH¶VOHWWHUVLWLVQHYHUµLQKHUpower¶S. 144, my italics) to share any intelligence of 
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Bingley. Even when pushing the limits of their freedom in episodes of travel, it seems, 
women are only reminded of their limitations and end up recreating the conditions of their 
domestic confinement elsewhere.   
 -DQH¶VGLVHPSRZHUHGVWDWXVLQKHUUHODWLRQVKLSZLWK%LQJOH\PLUURUVWKHG\QDPLFZH
see between Marianne and Willoughby in Sense and Sensibility. Highlighting a strange 
SDVVLYLW\LQKHUGHFLVLRQWRWUDYHOWR/RQGRQ0DULDQQHLVGHVFULEHGDVEHLQJµFDUried by her 
HDJHUQHVVWREHZLWK:LOORXJKE\DJDLQ¶20 Marianne, to her mind, is travelling towards a 
welcome reunion. Yet in London she is more housebound than she ever was at home in 
Sussex and is unable to secure a reconnection with Willoughby. More so than Jane, she 
appears to feel the unfairness in having travelled for three days to be no closer to achieving 
FRPPXQLFDWLRQ6KHRVFLOODWHVGDLO\EHWZHHQWKHHPRWLRQDOH[WUHPHVRIµWKHDQ[LHW\RI
H[SHFWDWLRQDQGWKHSDLQRIGLVDSSRLQWPHQW¶S'HPRQVWUating the illogical nature of 
ZRPHQ¶VVRFLDOUHVWUDLQWV0DULDQQH¶VVLWXDWLRQSURYHVWREHH[FUXFLDWLQJO\FRXQWHU-intuitive 
to her character. She exercises every means at her disposal to achieve a better understanding 
of her relationship. She is forward as IDUDVSRVVLEOHSHUVLVWHQWO\µZULWLQJWR:LOORXJKE\¶
from her moment of arrival (p. 153). Having done so, she can only resolutely remain at home 
awaiting a reply. Trying to grasp for power in passivity, Marianne is emblematically reliant 
on the domestic space as a hub of received intelligence.  
Marianne and Willoughby, it transpires, are operating according to separate concerns 
and within different systems of understanding. For Marianne and her (all-female) family, she 
has broken from decorum in their intimacy and so they must be engaged; for Willoughby, 
financial pressures mean that this engagement is impossible. Her disadvantaging lack of 
knowledge is, tellingly, within the traditionally masculine field of economics. In the end, 
                                                          
20






Willoughby triggers a criVLVRIXQGHUVWDQGLQJIRU0DULDQQHZKDWVKHWKRXJKWVKHNQHZµKLV
KHDUW¶SDSSHDUVWRKDYHEHHQIDOVH0DULDQQH¶VUHDFWLRQDJDLQVWWKLVLQMXVWLFHLV
articulated in revealingly general terms: 
µ*RWRKLP(OLQRU>«@IRUFHKLPWRFRPHWRPH7HOOKLm I must see him again²
must speak to him instantly.²I cannot rest²,VKDOOQRWKDYHDPRPHQW¶VSLHFHWLOO
this is explained²some dreadful misapprehension or other.²Oh go to him this 
PRPHQW¶S 
Commanding her sister to act, Marianne erupts in protest against socially-imposed female 
inaction with which she has been contending throughout her time in London. Gesturing 
WRZDUGV$XVWHQ¶VEURDGHUSROLWLFDOSXUSRVHLQUHSDUDWLRQIRUKHUEHWUD\DOVKHZDQWVSULPDULO\
QRW:LOORXJKE\¶VUHWXUQHGDIIHFWLRQEXWDQexplanation and so an end to her enforced state of 
ignorance.  
While the examples of Jane and Marianne are suggestive of a wider symbolic 
VLJQLILFDQFHLWLVWKURXJK$QQHDQG:HQWZRUWKWKDW$XVWHQ¶VFRQFHUQZLWKIHPDOHLJQRUDQFH




VKHKDGKDUGO\DQ\ERG\WRORYH¶S After Wentworth leaves to join the navy, Anne is 
left uncertain of his activity, feelings, and so her likely future in terms of their relationship. 
Like the other female characters I have been discussing, she suffers emotionally as a 
consequence of not having the similar powers of movement and freedoms of communication 
afforded to men. In not knowing what Wentworth is doing ± and this appears to be her only 







nonetheless entirely dependent on political affairs. Despite this dependence Anne appears 
only aware of the Napoleonic Wars as far as they affect her domestic circumstances. She is 
from the offset (in a dynamic that Wentworth likely fosters given his disdain for women 
aboard naval ships) defined in relation to Wentworth as an absence from naval life. We see 
this type of relationship echoed in Pride and Prejudice with the officers socialising for the 
primary ends of flirtation. Women, the novel implies in their poor treatment by the militia, 
are perceived as a frivolous respite from, and so the antithesis to, their military actions. 
Female ignorance in terms of politics is therefore problematically figured as not only 
desirable, but also as necessary to the romance plot. 
Gendered ways of knowing 
With an inability to access information crucial to their romantic lives, on the one hand, and 
political matters on the other, women are left with men having the upper hand in 
UHODWLRQVKLSV,WLVWKURXJKPHQ¶VSHUVSHFWLYHWKDWWKH\DUHSULPDULO\DEOHWRJDin 
understanding of the world. Thus we see Anne, in implied episodes of learning about the 
HYHQWVRIWKH1DSROHRQLF:DUVµKD>YLQJ@RQO\QDY\OLVWVDQGQHZVSDSHUVIRUKHUDXWKRULW\¶
(p. 29). While Wentworth encounters the realities of war, she can only read the experiences 
of absent men relayed second-hand through male journalists. While Anne is drawn into 
inadvertent political enquiry through her concern for Wentworth, the relative situation of men 
and women in terms of knowledge is more strictly segregated in Pride and Prejudice. 
Following mainly the experiences of Elizabeth and her sisters, readers witness female-only or 
mixed-company discussions of polite, non-SROLWLFDOWRSLFV$WWKHVDPHWLPHWKHPLOLWLD¶V
presence at social gatherings and the implied male-only conversations they would form part 
of suggest a continual background discussion of war. Warren Roberts has argued that such 





WKHWKURHVRIFKDQJH¶ +HUQRYHOVKHPDLQWDLQVµshow how profound was the impact of the 
war on England, the many points at which the war touched Austen's life, [and] how she 
responded to it.21 <HWLQPDNLQJKLVFDVHIRU$XVWHQ¶VFRQVHUYDWLYHUHDFWLRQWRVRFLDO
upheaval, RobertVGRHVQRWDGHTXDWHO\FRQWHQGZLWKWKHUROHWKDW$XVWHQ¶VDUJXPHQWVDERXW
JHQGHUSOD\LQNHHSLQJSROLWLFDOGHWDLOVDVRQO\DEDFNJURXQGµYLEUDWLRQ¶LQWKHQRYHOV%\QRW
allowing female characters, and by extension the reader, to be privy to information such as 
that presumed to be discussed by Pride and Prejudice¶VPLOLWLD$XVWHQDVVHUWVWKH
exclusiveness of male authority on these matters and, by implication, female dependence on 
this authority.  
Women are thus predominantly figured as receptacles of male knowledge in the 
fiction. This gendered dynamic has come to form part of the view, promoted by Butler, that 
$XVWHQ¶VµSORWVDUHDPRYHPHQWIURPLJQRUDQFHWRNQRZOHGJHFXOPLQDWLQJLQDPRPHQWRI
>WKHKHURLQH¶V@LQWHOOLJHQWGLVFHUQPHQW¶22 %XWOHU¶VLQWHUSUHtation is, however, limited in that it 
regards Austen as working within the conventions of the conservative novel in which young 
ZRPHQDUHJXLGHGWKURXJKVRFLHW\E\µORYHU-PHQWRU>V@¶23 Austen, like Burney, with whom 
she aligns herself on this issue of gendered intellect, has a far more complex approach to this 
subject than Butler suggests.24 In demonstrating this approach, I will be looking at Mansfield 
Park and Northanger AbbeyQRYHOVWKDWDUHRIWHQSHUFHLYHGDV$XVWHQ¶VPRUHSROLWLFDOO\-
engaged works,25 but which also feature heroines that are especially deferential towards men 
as a source of knowledge. Female characters such as Catherine and Fanny often prove to be 
more discerning than men in their abilities to read social situations, and yet mistrust their own 
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understanding. Their intuitive powers that defy their lack of experience and education present 
DQLPSOLFLWFKDOOHQJHWRZRPHQ¶VGHSHQGHQFHXSRQPDOHLQWHOOHFWDQGFRQILQHPHQWWR
GRPHVWLFFRQFHUQV:RPHQ¶VH[SHUWLVHZKHQLWFRPHVWRDVVHVVLQJGRPHVWLF situations is met 
with the contrast of aborted female political conversations in the novels. These episodes serve 
as troubling commentary on the systemic refusal to allow women to participate independently 
in political discourse.    
Henry Tilney acts as AXVWHQ¶VPRVWH[DJJHUDWHGDVVHUWLRQRIPHQ¶VSUHVXPHGUROHDV
VRFLHW\¶VSULQFLSDOYHKLFOHVIRUNQRZOHGJH6XFKLV+HQU\¶VDVVXUDQFHRIKLVLQWHOOHFWXDO




of expertise, in naming heroines rather than titles he implies that he has a thorough 
understanding of women themselves. This belief is reasserted in his mocking ventriloquising 
of the words he expects Catherine will use in her journal following their LQLWLDOPHHWLQJµ,
NQRZH[DFWO\ZKDW\RXZLOOVD\¶KHWHOOVKHUEHIRUHJRLQJRQWRSURSRVHµZKDW>VKH@RXJKWWR
VD\¶SS-27). So simple and transparent are women, his casually invasive attitude 
suggests, that they are entirely knowable. Contrary to FODLPVOLNH%XWOHU¶VDERXWIHPDOH
OHDUQLQJLQ$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOV+HQU\VHHPVWRGHVLUHPHUHO\DQDXGLHQFHIRUKLVGLVSOD\VRI
intellect rather than to educate Catherine. Demonstrating to Catherine that her life is a 
µSLFWXUHRILQWHOOHFWXDOSRYHUW\¶S he reinforces his own authority and establishes a firm 
binary of male intellect and female ignorance. Placing this dynamic at the heart of 
Northanger Abbey, Austen seeks to reflect upon romantic relationships in general: 






she have the misfortune of knowing anything, should conceal it as well as she can (p. 
106). 
Whilst avoiding confirming that Catherine or women in general are ignorant, the narrator 
signals the issue of the attractiveness of a female lack of knowledge. Upholding this problem, 
Henry sees Catherine entirely through the prism of his own intellectual charmµLQILQGLQJ
KLPLUUHVLVWLEOH>VKH@EHFRP>HV@VRKHUVHOI¶SWKHQDUUDWRUREVHUYHV%HLQJLPSUHVVHG
E\+HQU\¶VGLVSOD\VRIOHDUQLQJVXJJHVWVKHUODFNRINQRZOHGJHDQGWKHUHIRUHDGHVLUDEOH
dependence upon him for information. 
Despite her belief in her own ignorance, Catherine is used by Austen to challenge the 
validity of the notion of male intellectual authority. In the novel, Henry seems willing to 
DVVXPHDUHSUHVHQWDWLYHUROHLQUHODWLRQWRPHQ¶VLQWHOOHFWXDOSUH-eminence. Following the 
discussioQRIKLVWRU\FLWHGDWWKHVWDUWRIWKLVFKDSWHUKHHPSDWKHWLFDOO\WDONVRQµEHKDOIRIRXU
PRVWGLVWLQJXLVKHGKLVWRULDQV¶S&DWKHULQHKRZHYHUUHVLVWVKLVGHIHQFHRIKLVWRU\DQG
more broadly the type of formal education such reading represents. Continuing her childhood 
GHILDQFHRIVXFKOHDUQLQJVKHVWDWHVEROGO\WKDWµWRtorment and to instruct might sometimes 
EHXVHGDVV\QRQLPRXV>VLF@ZRUGV¶S,QVSLWHRIWKHIDFWWKDWZKLOH+HQU\µKDG
HQWHUHGRQ>KLV@VWXGLHVDW2[IRUG¶VKHwas µZRUNLQJ>KHU@VDPSOHUDWKRPH¶S
Catherine is ultimately able to expose his limitations in understanding. When it comes to 
assessing the seriousness of the flirtation between Isabella and Frederick in particular, 
Catherine proves to be the more perceptive of the two. Although problematically concluding 
DIWHUKHDULQJKLVGLVPLVVDORIWKHLVVXHWKDWµ+HQU\7LOQH\PXVWNQRZEHVW¶SLQEHLQJ
proven right Catherine weakens the legitimacy of his claim to render her intellectually 
dependent upon him. Johnson has similarly recognised a contest between male and female 
LQWHOOHFWXDODXWKRULW\LQWKHQRYHOZULWLQJµ:LWKWKHDXWKRULW\RI-RKQVRQDQG%ODLUEHKLQG





± as either mistaken or absurd'.26 If Henry channels the authority of masculine texts, 
Catherine is implicitly aligned with the female-authored novels that nearly entirely make up 
KHUUHDGLQJ,QYHUWLQJ-RKQVRQ¶VREVHUYDWLRQWKHKHURLQH¶VWULXPSKRYHU+HQU\LQ
understanding is, then, one enacted on behalf of both Austen as a novelist and female 
intellectual authority in general.  
:KHUHDV$XVWHQ¶VDUJXPHQWVUHJDUGLQJPHQ¶VFODLPVWRLQWHOOHFWXDODVFHQGDQF\
centre on literature and education in Northanger Abbey, in Mansfield Park she looks more 
ZLGHO\DWWKHUHODWLYHVFRSHVRIPHQDQGZRPHQ¶VHSLVWHPLFUHDFK:KLOH+HQU\UHYHOVLQWKH
alluring ignorance of Catherine, Edmund, viewing Fanny as a cousin, and increasingly a 
sister, genuinely seeks to assist in her education. Maria and Julia pursue an education that 
FRQVLVWVRIHPSW\PHPRULVDWLRQRIIDFWVOHDUQLQJIRULQVWDQFHµWKHchronological order of the 
NLQJVRI(QJODQG>«@DQGDOOWKH0HWDOV6HPL-Metals, Planets, and distinguished 
SKLORVRSKHUV¶27 alongside their accomplishments. Fanny meanwhile benefits second-hand 
IURP(GPXQG¶VPRUHDGYDQFHGVWXGLHV$XVWHQZULWHVWKDWµKLVDWWHQWLRQVZHUH>«@RIWKH
KLJKHVWLPSRUWDQFHLQDVVLVWLQJWKHLPSURYHPHQWRIKHUPLQG>«@KHUHFRPPHQGHGWKHERRNV
which charmed her leisure hoXUVKHHQFRXUDJHGKHUWDVWHDQGFRUUHFWHGKHUMXGJHPHQW¶S
22). This studious activity later extends to their shared scrutiny and evaluation of the 
behaviour of the members of their social circle. Fanny has more in common with Eleanor 
Tilney, then, thaQ&DWKHULQHLQKHUZLOOLQJQHVVWRSDUWLFLSDWHFRPSDQLRQDEO\LQ(GPXQG¶V
assessment of the world. Men and women might, the novel suggests, achieve a semblance of 
equality in terms of knowledge through a mutual ability to learn from texts and domestic 
observation. 
 Nonetheless, as far as knowledge that can be gained through experience of the wider 
world is concerned, women are at a distinct disadvantage. Although spoken to by him on 
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relatively equal terms as she develops in the novel, Edmund has power over Fanny. He 
reminds her of his authority when ordering her to marry Henry Crawford. In a misguided step 
WRZDUGVµFRUUHFW>LQJ@KHUMXGJHPHQW¶KHWHOOVKHUµOHWKLPVXFFHHGDWODVW)DQQ\¶S
Moreover, while she can grow intellectually through their joint reflective study, her ultimate 
dependence upon him owing to his ability to reach the outside world is established from the 
RXWVHW,QILUVWHQGHDULQJKLPVHOIWRKHUE\DVVLVWLQJLQWKHµEROGPHDVXUH¶SRIVHQGLQJD
letter, Edmund symbolically demonstrates a masculine capability to reach beyond domestic 
confines. Indeed, the situation with regards to gendered knowledge can be summarised with 
WKHREVHUYDWLRQWKDWDV)DQQ\VWUXJJOHVWRµSXWWKHPDSRI(XURSHWRJHWKHU¶SLQRUGHUWR
gain an academic understanding of the world, her brother William simultaneously travels and 
experiences it first-hand.  
To be truly masculine, Henry Crawford appears to suggest in the novel, is to know the 
world in the manner that William Price does;28 by implication, to be truly a woman is to not 
know it. In light of their upbringing, the Crawford siblings represent a commentary on this 
gendered binary. Henry was nurtured by Admiral Crawford, a man with political knowledge 
and direct involvement in worldly affairs; by FRQWUDVW0DU\ZDVWKHµSURWHJpH¶ (p. 39) of an 
DXQWZKRµDOZD\VIHOWDIIHFWHGLIZLWKLQWHQPLOHVRIWKHVHD¶S:KLOH+HQU\FRQWLQXHV
WRIHHOWKHEXUGHQRISOHDVLQJKLVXQFOH0DU\UHDFWVLQWKHZDNHRIKHUDXQW¶VGHDWKDJDLQVW
the form of power he represents as a man expounding deeply conservative views on 
women.29 Throughout, Mary seeks to resist female cultural disadvantage by challenging her 
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 With her notorious joke about the navy ± µP\KRPHDWP\XQFOH
VEURXJKWPHDFTXDLQWHGZLWKDFLUFOHRIDGPLUDOV2I
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S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masculine authoritative bod\KHUXQFOHUHSUHVHQWV)RUDQDO\VLVRIWKLVTXRWDWLRQDQGWKHXVHRIVH[XDOSXQVLQ$XVWHQ¶V
work, see Jill Heydt-Stevenson, $XVWHQ¶V8QEHFRPLQJ&RQMXQFWLRQV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lack of freedom. When she is left by her brother and Edmund at Mansfield against her 
wishes, she sits iQVLOHQWSURWHVWIHHOLQJWKHµWHGLRXVQHVVDQGYH[DWLRQ¶RIEHLQJµFRQILQHG
ZLWKLQGRRUV¶S+HURQJRLQJUHEHOOLRQDOVRPRUHSRLQWHGO\WDUJHWVIHPDOH
disadvantage in terms of knowledge. In discussion with Edmund she questions the accuracy, 
and even point, of his manner of measuring time and distance. 
µ2K,NQRZQRWKLQJRI\RXUIXUORQJVEXW,DPVXUHLWLVDYHU\ORQJZRRG
and that we have been winding in and out ever since we came into it; and therefore 




I cannot be GLFWDWHGWRE\DZDWFK¶S 
:LWKZKDWLVWHUPHGKHUµIHPLQLQHODZOHVVQHVV¶SVKHFRQWHVWVWKHYHU\IRXQGDWLRQV
upon which Edmund bases his understanding of the world. Through these abstract and 
essentially nonsensical methods of argumentation, Mary resists being confined in any way by 
masculine authoritative ways of knowing. 
Despite their more obvious differences, a parallel can be drawn between Mary 
Crawford and her love rival Fanny in terms of how they operate intellectually in the novel. 
Using imaginative methods of resistance, Mary Crawford is a shrewd and manipulative 
operator, doing as much as possible with the information she has at her disposal throughout 
the novel. Though more passive in her approach, Fanny also has an advantage when it comes 
to knowledge of the Mansfield Park circle. In a similar fashion to Catherine, as Edmund 
seeks to nurture her dependence on him, Fanny quietly develops more sophisticated ways of 
understanding the world than he possesses. Her keen observation allows her better to intuit, 
for instance, the situation between the Bertram sisters and Henry Crawford. Discerning 
accurately the desires of others, these heroines display a form of intelligence that defies their 





domestic affairs serves to challenge the ascendency of traditional masculine ways of 
NQRZLQJ0RUHRYHUWKHLULQWHOOHFWXDOFDSDELOLWLHVUDLVHWKHLVVXHRIZRPHQ¶VFXOWXUDOO\-
enforced inability to apply their minds to matters that extend beyond the home. 
Conversational silences between women in the fiction are deployed by Austen as a 
VWDUNUHIOHFWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VQDUURZSHUPLWWHGILHOGRINQRZOHGJH30 In Northanger Abbey, the 
scope of conversation between the Tilneys and Catherine during their long-awaited walk is 
YDVW<HWZKHQSROLWLFVDQGµWKHVWDWHRIWKHQDWLRQ¶DUHLQWURGXFHGDVVXEMHFWVE\+HQU\LWLV
µDQHDV\VWHSWRVLOHQFH¶SIRUWKHZRPHQ:LWKWKHRWKHUGLVFXVVHGWRSLFVLQFOXGLQJ
history and the picturesque, there are extant models of textual authority upon which to rely. 
Politics is however current and ever-changing, requiring active participation in order to 
UHPDLQLQIRUPHG(OHDQRUDQG&DWKHULQH¶VVLOHQFHLVWKHQRYHOVXJJHVWLQHYLWDEOH6LPLODUO\
in Sense and Sensibility at one social gathering Austen writes that 
When the ladies withdrew to the drawing-room after dinner, this poverty was 
particularly evident, for the gentlemen had supplied the discourse with some 
variety²the variety of politics, inclosing land, and breaking horses²but then it was 
DOORYHU>«@ 
All of the discussion previously provided had been associated with activity and life beyond 
domestic confines. When the men leave, the women are unable to continue talking on these 
subject matters and consequently have nothing to say to one another. In leaving them then to 
GLVFXVVµWKHFRPSDUDWLYHKHLJKWVRI+DUU\'DVKZRRGDQG/DG\0LGGOHWRQ
VVHFRQGVRQ
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FDOOHGWKHPDQ\WKLQJLQWKHZKROHFRXUVHRIKHUOLIH¶S,QKDYLQJKDGWhe experience of 
naval life, Mrs Croft, is no longer able fully to communicate with other women in the novel. 
She has become in effect an anomaly in female society, suited only to conversations with 
PHQDQGWKHµPDQ\ZRPHQ>ZKR@KDYH>WUDYHOOHG@PRUH¶WKDQ her (p. 65). 
In this manner, Mrs Croft and the halted conversations in Northanger Abbey and 
Sense and Sensibility UHFDOOWKHVLWXDWLRQRIWKHHSRQ\PRXV(PPD&RXUWQH\RI0DU\+D\V¶
novel who suffers under the limitations of female-only conversation. Having been enraptured 
E\DJURXSRIPHQ¶VµGLVFXVVLRQRQWKH6ODYH7UDGH¶WKHKHURLQHLVWKHQIRUFHGWRDEDQGRQLW 
Mrs Melmoth, who had yawned and betrayed various symptoms of weariness during 
the discussion, now proposed the adjournment of the ladies into the drawing-room, 
whither I was compelled, by a barbarous and odious custom, reluctantly to follow, and 
to submit to be entertained with a torrent of folly and impertinence.31 
In portraying Emma as a frustrated and unjustly shunned intellectual, Hays joins authors such 
as Burney and Maria Edgeworth in engaging with the contemporary notion of the socially-
abhorrent learned woman. In Camilla (1796), for instance, Burney features a much-abused 
character, Eugenia, who studies intensely to compensate for having been disfigured by a 
FKLOGKRRGDFFLGHQW7KURXJKKHUPLVIRUWXQHVµ%XUQH\>«@UHSUHVHQW>V@WKHHLJKWHHQWK-
FHQWXU\SUHMXGLFHDJDLQVWOHDUQHGZRPHQ¶32 According to this prejudice, as exemplified by 
RQHRIWKHJHQWOHPHQLQ(GJHZRUWK¶VLetters for Literary Ladies (1795), educated women 
EHFRPHµYDLQRIH[KLELWLQJPHQWDOGHIRUPLWLHV¶DQGXOWLPDWHO\µFHDVHWREHZRPHQ¶)HPDOH
µ>S@URGLJLHV¶KHDGGVµDUHVFDUFHO\OHVVRIIHQVLYHWRP\WDVWHWKDQPRQVWHUV¶33 The threat of 
such criticism goes some way towards explaining why, so often in the works of these authors, 
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women are silent and unwilling to become involved in matters of intellect that have been 
deemed masculine territory. 
5DWKHUWKDQVKDULQJWKLVLQWHUHVWLQYLQGLFDWLQJWKHµPRQVWURXV¶OLWHUDU\ODG\$XVWHQ¶V
primary concern is with the issue of female inexperience and inability to participate in non-
domestic life. The texts from which Eugenia and others learn are part of, not a solution to, 
ZRPHQ¶VSUREOHPs, she shows. Women can acquire information from scholarly texts but, as 
&DWKHULQH0RUODQG¶VGLVGDLQIXODWWLWXGHWRZDUGVKLVWRULFDOZRUNVVXJJHVWVWKLVLVVLPSO\
another form of dependence upon male authority. Austen, thus, continues the conversation 
started by Hays, Burney and Edgeworth, but chooses to progress the argument against 
socially-imposed female ignorance. These contemporary women writers invented exceptions 
to the social norm in the form of highly educated women who, through displays of eloquence, 
confront the female silence surrounding political afIDLUV%XUQH\¶VDQG(GJHZRUWK¶VIHPDOH
µSURGLJLHV¶HYHQWDNHRQDSROLWLFDOFKDUDFWHULQWKHLUODWHUZRUNV,QThe Wanderer, we see 
Eleanor travel to France to encounter the events of the French Revolution first hand. In the 
later novel, Helen (1834), Edgeworth was prepared to go even further than this and, with 
Lady Davenant, presents a character that attempts to have an active role in political life. 
While, in showing the failures of Eleanor and Lady Davenant, these authors focus on the 
costs of rebellion and exhibit suppressed female potential, Austen seeks to illuminate the 
HYHU\GD\UHDOLWLHVRIH[FOXVLRQ0RVWIDPRXVO\ZLWKWKHµGHDGVLOHQFH¶LQMansfield Park, 
Austen chooses to display things as they are and sustain the discomfort of what she perceives 
WREHLQHYLWDEOHIHPDOHVLOHQFH6DLGDUJXHVWKDWWKHPRPHQWRIµGHDGVLOHQFH¶RFFXUV
UHJDUGLQJWKHVODYHWUDGHDW0DQVILHOG3DUNWRVKRZWKDWµone world could not be connected 
ZLWKWKHRWKHUVLQFHWKHUHVLPSO\LVQRFRPPRQODQJXDJHIRUERWK¶34 In showing the political 
silence in conversations to exist exclusively amongst women, it is my contention that it is 
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women who lack a language of their own with which to interact with these ideas. 
Disempowered from entering political discourse, they are trapped within a system designed 
to stop them becoming engaged citizens. 
:RPHQ¶VµFRORQLDORWKHUQHVV¶35 in Mansfield Park 
In this section, I turn to a close analysis of Mansfield Park, a novel that is, notoriously, 
implicated in debates on slavery and offers a particularly fraught instance of female political 
exclusion. The Mansfield Park estate is uniquely isolated when compared with the central 
KRXVHKROGVIHDWXUHGLQ$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQDQGLVIXOORIFKDUDFWHUVSURWHFWLYHRIWKLVLVRODWLRQ$W
the same time, thrRXJK6LU7KRPDV%HUWUDP¶VRZQHUVKLSRIDQ$QWLJXDQSODQWDWLRQLWLV
DVVRFLDWHGZLWKZKDWLVDUJXDEO\WKHSHULRG¶VPRVWSROLWLFDOO\FRQWURYHUVLDOVXEMHFWVODYHU\
In both exhibiting intense isolationism and gesturing silently, but prominently, towards 
contHQWLRXVJOREDODIIDLUVWKHQRYHODFWVDV$XVWHQ¶VPRVWVWDUNDVVHVVPHQWRIZRPHQ¶V
relationship to the political sphere. Post-abolition following the Slave Trade Act of 1807, 
slavery was distanced from British domesticity and women, by and large, could only receive 
LWVµWUXWKV¶WKURXJKWKHFRPPXQLFDWLRQRIPDOHFRORQLDOLVWV36 As with other forms of 
knowledge I have been discussing in this chapter, women were necessarily reliant upon men. 
In Mansfield Park, Sir Thomas embodies this masculine exclusivity of LQIRUPDWLRQ)DQQ\¶V
famous inquisitiveness about the slave trade, I will argue, contrary to popular critical opinion, 
strategically signals absolute female dependence upon male knowledge. While it is only Sir 
Thomas (and for a time Tom Bertram) that encounters the realities of slave exploitation, the 
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estate inhabited by the Bertrams is funded by colonial profit made possible through slavery. 
Although they have no first-KDQGH[SHULHQFHRIRUGLUHFWFRQQHFWLRQZLWKLW$XVWHQ¶VIHPDOH
characters therefore have lifestyles that are dependent on slavery. Women are thus left in a 
strange, paradoxical non-relationship with slavery; it is this everyday domestic reality of 
colonialism that is depicted in Mansfield Park.  
Far from seeing women as separated from the iVVXHRIVODYHU\IROORZLQJ6DLG¶V
intervention in Mansfield Park criticism in Culture and Imperialism (1993) several scholars 
have sought to emphasise the link between the treatment of women and slaves in the novel. In 
a work published in the same year as 6DLG¶V0RLUD)HUJXVRQDVVHUWVWKDWWKHQRYHOSUHVHQWVµD
post-DEROLWLRQQDUUDWLYHWKDWLQWHUWZLQHVZLWKDFULWLTXH>«@RIJHQGHU¶6ODYHU\LVXVHG
DOOHJRULFDOO\VKHFODLPVWRVKRZWKDWGRPHVWLFG\QDPLFVEHWZHHQPHQDQGZRPHQµSDUDOOHO
and echo traditional relationships of power between the colonialists and the colonized 
SHRSOHV¶)DQQ\LQSDUWLFXODUµUHVHPEOH>V@WKH(XURFHQWULFDOO\FRQFHLYHGµJUDWHIXOQHJUR¶¶
Slavery itself is not a primary concern in the novel, she suggests. Instead, Austen is interested 
LQµWKHUHILJXULQJRIDOHJLWLPDWH%ULWLVKUXOLQJFODVVLQWKHZDNHRIWKH)UHQFK5HYROXWLRQDQG
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More recently, critics have posited that Mansfield Park takes a firm anti-slavery 
position through its treatment of women. Michael Karounos, for instance, also notes that 
µ)DQQ\LV0DQVILHOG3DUN¶VVODYH¶EXWVXJJHVWVWKDWWKHQRYHOPRYHVWRZDUGV6LU7KRPDV¶V
UHIRUPDWLRQDQGWKHµVRFLDOOLEHUDWLRQRI)DQQ\¶PDNLQJLWRYHUDOOµDQDQWL-VODYHU\¶ZRUN39 
Marcus Wood, with whom my own argument more closely aligns, makes the important point 
that it is problematic to compare the exploitation of colonial labour and British women. He 
ZULWHVµ>W@KHHTXDWLRQRIWKHVXIIHULQJRIVODYHV>«@ZLWKWKHVXIIHULQJDQGGLV-empowerment 
HQGXUHGE\(QJOLVKZRPHQ>«@WHQG>V@WRPLVUHSUHVHQWWKHH[SHUience of all concerned, and 
WRVXJJHVWWKDWKXPDQVXIIHULQJFDQEHFRQVLGHUHGLQHVVHQWLDOO\FRPSDUDWLYHZD\V¶:RRG
adds nuance to an established critical idea by writing that Austen hints at comparisons 
between white women and slaves, and allows the reader to make connections, but avoids 
µFUXGHDQGGLUHFWFRQIODWLRQ¶7KURXJKWKHHFRQRPLFµODQJXDJHRILPSURYHPHQW¶DSSOLHGWR
Fanny, he shows, she is implicitly tied to the Antiguan plantation. The author uses this subtle 
FRQQHFWLRQWRHQDFWµDQH[WHQGHGFULtique of the effects of slavery upon English society'.40 
As numerous critics have indicated, parallels certainly appear to be drawn between 
slaves and women in the novel, most notably through the oppressive treatment of Fanny. Like 
Wood, I would suggest that it is nonetheless too simplistic to read Mansfield Park as 
conjuring the image of slavery as a means of critiquing female subordination. Rather, it is my 
contention that the moments in the novel that are suggestive of a comparison serve in fact to 
indicate a gulf. The only similarity shared by women and slaves, Austen shows, is a certain 
µRWKHUQHVV¶LQWKDWQHLWKHUJURXSFDQUHODWHWRWKHSHUVSHFWLYHVDQGH[SHULHQFHVRIPDOH
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colonialists. By creating parallels and relentlessly making allusions to this shared otherness, 
she elucidates the irony that the position of women in this novel is so inextricably linked with 
VODYHU\DQG\HWWKH\DUHHQWLUHO\UHPRYHGIURPLWVUHDOLWLHV$V,ZLOOGHPRQVWUDWH$XVWHQ¶V
intentions in prompting a comparison become clear if we look at the fact these links are made 
through recurrent themes of silence, distance and absence. These concepts, as the grounds on 
which parallels between women and slaves are drawn in Mansfield Park, serve more to 
underscore a troubling disconnection than offer a direct comparison. As Said has rightly 
SRLQWHGRXWµHYHU\WKLQJZHNQRZDERXW$XVWHQDQGKHUYDOXHVLVDWRGGVZLWKWKHFUXHOW\RI
VODYHU\¶41 Departing from the significant advancements in this debate made by Wood, I 
would agree with Said thDWLUUHVSHFWLYHRIZKDWWKHDXWKRU¶VSROLWLFVDUHOLNHO\WRKDYHEHHQ
her work refuses to take a clear position on this issue of slavery. Yet in doing so, Austen is 
IDUIURPGHPRQVWUDWLQJFRPSODFHQF\DV6DLGFRQFOXGHV,QVWHDG$XVWHQ¶VDSSDUHQW
apoliticLVPRQWKLVPDWWHULVDFRQVFLRXVPRYHWRFRQYH\ZRPHQ¶VSRVLWLRQDVFRQILQHGWRDQG
defined by a domestic space and corresponding ideology constructed as the antithesis to 
colonial life.  
In making this argument, I begin by examining how Austen establishes Mansfield 
3DUN¶VXQLTXHVWDWHRILVRODWLRQ2YHUVHHQE\WKHV\PEROLFDOO\µDEVHQW¶/DG\%HUWUDPWKH
estate is meant to exist in opposition to the realities of colonial life. Moving on to discuss the 
heroine, I explore how through her oppressive treatment Fanny seems to embody themes of 
silence, distance and absence in the novel. Departing from the consensus in postcolonial 
assessments of Mansfield Park, I contend that Fanny is not representative of slaves 
themselves, but rather the ideal relationship between British domesticity and slavery. Her 
feminine qualities are such that she is there to ensure the appropriate distinction between 
domesticity and the wider political world. This part of the chapter will also reinterpret 
                                                          
41





episodes most frequently at the centre of postcolonial readings of the novel. The performance 
of /RYHUV¶9RZV(1798), my argument shows, unsettles the division between domestic and 
colonial worlds represented in the character of Fanny. Finally, I will turn to the scene in 
which Fanny elicLWVDµGHDGVLOHQFH¶LQUHVSRQVHWRKHUTXHVWLRQDERXWWKHVODYHWUDGH,QWKLV
moment, Austen illuminates the problematic separation of the women in Mansfield from the 
colonial world upon which they rely.  
Early on in Mansfield Park Austen establishes the central estate as a hub of domestic 
silence and female exclusion. In the novel, Mrs Price writes offering the services of her son 
:LOOLDPWR6LU7KRPDVLQKLVµ:HVW,QGLDQSURSHUW\¶<HWZKHQ0UV1RUULVGHWHUPLQHVµWKDW
poor Mrs Price should be relieved fURPWKHFKDUJHDQGH[SHQFHRIRQHFKLOG¶SLWLV
stipulated that it must be the oldest girl that is sent for. When she arrives at Mansfield, Fanny 
LVRYHUZKHOPHGE\6LU7KRPDV¶VµZHOO-PHDQWFRQGHVFHQVLRQV¶SDQGLVGLVWUHVVHGWR
have left her home. When considered in light of William who is nearly the same age, eager to 
OHDYHKRPHDQGGHVLUHVWKHDWWHQWLRQVRI6LU7KRPDVWKH%HUWUDPV¶DFWLRQVDSSHDU
misdirected and inappropriate. Mrs Price highlights the fact that this exchange was entirely 
geQGHUGULYHQQRWLQJWKDWVKHLVµVXUSULVHGWKDWDJLUOVKRXOGEHIL[HGRQ¶DWWKHFRVWRIRQHRI
KHUµILQHER\V¶S)URPWKH3ULFHIDPLO\SHUVSHFWLYHH[SHFWDWLRQVZHUHJHDUHGWRZDUGV
DQDUUDWLYHRI:LOOLDP¶VFRORQLDOSXUVXLWVXQGHUWKHJXLGDQFHRISir Thomas. By making this 
µVZDS¶DQGIRUFLQJXVWRHQDFWDUHDOLJQPHQWRIRXUDWWHQWLRQIURP:LOOLDPWR)DQQ\ZH
EHFRPHDZDUHWKDWWKHKHURLQH¶VVWRU\LVWROGDWWKHH[SHQVHRIDORVWQDUUDWLYHRIFRORQLDOLVP





narrative exists in the novel.42 :HDUHUHPLQGHGWKDW)DQQ\LVDUHSODFHPHQWWKHµRWKHU¶3ULFH
child, whose story was never meant to be told.43  






residence at Mansfield Park is defined here, in relation to her removal from town and Sir 
7KRPDV¶EXVLQHVVDVDQµDEVHQFH¶7KHQRYHOLQKDYLQJWKH%HUWUDPVDGRSWDJLUOWKHQ
contain her, along with Lady Bertram, in Mansfield Park recreates what Clara Tuite has 
referred to as the contHPSRUDU\µUHFRQVWLWXWLRQ>RIWKHGRPHVWLF@DVDSULYDWHDQGJHQGHU-
VSHFLILFIHPLQLQHVSDFH¶WRVHUYHµDVDVFUHHQWKDWGHIOHFWVDWWHQWLRQDZD\IURPFRORQLDO





in a semi-conscious state, Lady Bertram symbolises the very notion of domestic absence.  
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early-eighteenth-century literature] through the female fiJXUH¶46 One more nearly 
FRQWHPSRUDU\H[DPSOHRIµDWWDFNV¶RQZRPHQEDVHGRQWKHLUFRORQLDOUROHLQ$XVWHQ¶VWLPH
came from Samuel Taylor Coleridge. He argued vehemently that in continuing to consume 
sugar, women were complicit in perpetuating barbarity against slaves. In a swipe at female 
FRPSODFHQF\DQGWKHFXOWRIVHQVLELOLW\KHZULWHVµWKHILQHODG\¶VQHUYHVDUHQRWVKDWWHUHGE\
the shrieks [of slaves]! She sips a beverage sweetened with human blood, even while she is 
weeping over the refined sorrows of :HUWHU¶47 Penetrable through the import of goods, the 
British domestic realm according to Coleridge cannot be considered as entirely distinct from 
the colonial world. Despite this everyday presence of colonial produce in the household, such 
items are largely absent from Mansfield Park, except when following a visit from William 
Lady Bertram says: 
µ>«@)DQQ\:LOOLDPPXVWQRWIRUJHWP\VKDZOLIKHJRHVWRWKH(DVW,QGLHVDQG,




as HPEOHPDWLFRIKHUSHUFHSWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VUHODWLRQVKLSWRFRORnialism. Tuite views this 
PRPHQWDVDQµDWWDF>N@>RQ@ZRPHQDVWKHVRXUFHVRIGHVLUHWKDWJHQHUDWHGWKHSURGXFWLRQRI
FRPPRGLWLHVWKURXJKVODYHODERXU¶48 However, in the ease with which she thinks William 
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might travel to the East Indies just for her shawls$XVWHQDOVRVKRZFDVHV/DG\%HUWUDP¶V
misguided conception of not just the activities of the navy, but of global geography. In doing 
VRUDWKHUWKDQVLPSO\UHKHDUVLQJ&ROHULGJH¶VYLHZV$XVWHQSODLQO\H[KLELWVDQG
SUREOHPDWLVHVZRPHQ¶VPLQLPDOXQGHUVWDQGLng of the colonial practices from which they 
benefit.  
The relationship between women and colonialism exemplified by Lady Bertram is, 
KRZHYHUGLVWXUEHGE\0UV1RUULV7KHµDEVHQFH¶RI0DQVILHOG3DUNLVLQWHQGHGWRH[KLELWWKH
lifestyle Sir Thomas is able to afford in disassociation from the origin of his wealth. Sir 
Thomas is given the comfort of knowing that in the insulated environment at Mansfield his 
GDXJKWHUVµH[HUFLVHWKHLUPHPRULHVSUDFWLVHWKHLUGXHWVDQGJURZWDOODQGZRPDQO\¶SS-
21). Mrs Norris is at risk of upsetting this delicate balance between separated colonial and 




(p. 29). In light of this officiousness, Mrs Norris has been read as a model of a plantation 
overseer.49 Her concerns for household management are, however, generalised and extend 
beyond plantation profitability.50 ,WLVPRUHDFFXUDWHWKHQWRVD\WKDW0UV1RUULV¶VDFWLYLWLHV
UHIOHFWPRUHDZLGRZ¶VDQ[LHW\WRUHPDLQVRFLDOly useful, as discussed in Chapter 1. In 
breaking the silence regarding the Antiguan estate, her role in this instance is to unsettle 
0DQVILHOG3DUN¶VDELOLW\WRH[LVWDVDVLOHQWEHQHIDFWRURIVODYHU\7KHIHPDOHKHDGRIWKH
KRXVHKROG¶VDEVHQFHLVWRROLWeral to counter this; the estate requires a stronger kind of female 
otherness to preserve it in a state of sealed-off absence. 
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which similar terms have been deployed within modern feminist criticism. In The Second Sex 
6LPRQHGH%HDXYRLUXVHVWKHFRQFHSWRIWKHIHPDOHµ2WKHU¶WRLOOXPLQDWHWKHZD\LQ
which women are always treated as relative to the all-FRQVXPLQJPDOHVXEMHFWµ>7@KHµWUXH
ZRPDQ¶LVUHTXLUHGWRPDNHKHUVHOIREMHFWWREHWKH2WKHU¶VKHH[SODLQV:RPHQDUHGHILQHG
in society according to certain myths of femininity and cease to be women when they fail to 
align with these categories.51 As far as ideals of womanhood prescribed within eighteenth-





EHDUµWKHPDUNRIFDVWUDWLRQDPDUNZKLFKLVDIWHUDOODODFN a lack which designates absently 
WKHGRPDLQRIWKHIHPLQLQH¶52 ,Qµ7KH/DXJKRIWKH0HGXVD¶+pOqQH&L[RXVGHFULHV
this association between women and lack. Criticising the resulting inhibitions placed upon 
women as writers, she encourages her femalHUHDGHUVQRORQJHUWRµSOHGJHDOOHJLDQFHWRWKH
QHJDWLYH¶0\XVHRIWKHWHUPDEVHQFHEHDUVDVXEWOH\HWLPSRUWDQWGLVWLQFWLRQWRµODFN¶53 
Whereas the concept of lack defines women in the negative ± according to their status as non-
male ± absence is constructed positively through behaviours that exert aspects of femininity 
such a non-FRQFHUQIRUSROLWLFV/DG\%HUWUDP¶VDEVHQFHDOWKRXJKV\PEROLFGRHVQRWIDOO
XQGHUWKLVGHILQLWLRQ:KLOHVKHLVDSSURSULDWHO\GLVLQWHUHVWHGLQKHUKXVEDQG¶VFRORQLDO
pursuits, her mind is not fully present and so she does not exert herself in the exercise of 
shoring up the estate as a space of absence. Ensuring Mansfield remains a comforting 
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antithesis to plantation life requires work and maintenance for which only Fanny shows 
willingness and aptitude.  
Fanny: silence, distance and absence 
Arriving in order to support Lady Bertram, Fanny is shown to embody core themes of 
silence, distance and absence and so acts as the main grounds on which the novel explores the 
relationship between women and slavery. The treatment that leads her to assimilate these 
WKHPHVKDVEHHQUHDGDVDVLJQWKDWVKHLVWKHQRYHO¶VUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRIDVODYH54 Yet, as a 
silenced, distanced and largely absent being, Fanny in fact more accurately encompasses the 
ideal state of slavery in relation to domesticity. The heroine, in this way, is an extreme 
example of the female other whose role it to remain distinct from colonial matters. Initially, 
she appears to embody absence and distance in Mansfield to a near-excruciating level. She is 
GHVFULEHGDVµVPDOORIKHUDJH¶µVKULQNLQJIURPQRWLFH¶DQGLQSRVVHVVLRQRIDµJUDYLW\RI
GHSRUWPHQW¶S6KHDSSHDUVERGLO\LQFDSDEOHRIH[LVWLQJZLWKLQWKHKRXVH¶VFRQILQHVDQG
withdraws herself as far as possible. AuVWHQZULWHVWKDWµ>W@KHURRPVZHUHWRRODUJHIRUKHUWR
PRYHLQZLWKHDVHZKDWHYHUVKHWRXFKHGVKHH[SHFWHGWRLQMXUH¶S/LNHWKHLVVXHRI
slavery, she appears somehow incompatible with English domesticity and exists in constant 




Fanny is reminded that she really belongs somewhere geographically and economically 
distant from her current occupation. Mrs Norris thus endeavours psychologically to absent 
Fanny from Mansfield Park. Such treatment leaves her uncertain of what space to occupy 
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physically; her very existence becomes problematic. She eventually resolves this difficulty 
WKURXJKDSSURSULDWLRQRIWKHµXVHOHVV¶DQGµGHVHUWHG¶µ(DVWURRP¶7KHURRP¶VWLWOHLPSOLHVLW




forgotten part of the house. It is a place that serves the paradoxical dilemma of her having 
simultaneously to live somewhere and maintain due distance from it.55  
 Silence, for Fanny, goes alongside her responsibility to remain absent within 
Mansfield Park as far as is possible. To speak would be to draw attention to her existence. 
Silence becomes intrinsic to her being to the point where speaking is generally a conscious, 
premeditated act or dismissed as impossible. Her complete opposite in this respect, Mary 
&UDZIRUGDUWLFXODWHV)DQQ\¶VFRPPLWPHQWWRVLOHQFHµ<RXGRQ¶WVSHDN)DQQ\± Miss Price 
± \RXGRQ¶WVSHDN¶S9LVXDOO\WKLVVHQWHQFHDGGVWRRXUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHKHURLQH¶V 
TXLHWQHVVµ)DQQ\± 0LVV3ULFH¶DSSHDUVTXLWHOLWHUDOO\WUDSSHGE\KHULQDELOLW\WRWDONDQGDV
WKHFRPELQDWLRQRI0DU\¶VUHSHWLWLRQDQGPXOWL-naming shows, this creates uncertainty 
DURXQG)DQQ\¶VLGHQWLW\:KDWLVPRUH)DQQ\¶VµQDWXUDOPHGLXPRITXLHW¶,56 allows others to 
take charge of her interests. In one instance she lies on the sofa with a headache whilst 
(GPXQGVFROGVKLVDXQWIRUFDXVLQJWKLVDQGFRQGXFWLQJZKDWKHFDOOVµDYHU\LOO-managed 
EXVLQHVV¶S7KLVLVMXVWRQHRIPDQ\RFFDVLRQVLQwhich the family debates the 
µEXVLQHVV¶RI)DQQ\ZKLOHVKHUHPDLQVµDTXLHWDXGLWRURIWKHZKROH¶%\ZD\RIFRQWUDVWKHU
silence is exaggerated and she is placed in tension with the Fanny that is spoken of.  
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The qualities embodied by Fanny that render Mansfield Park distinct from colonial 
OLIHDUHXQGHUPLQHGZKHQ6LU7KRPDVOHDYHVIRU$QWLJXD6LU7KRPDVLVDZDUHKHLVµOHDYLQJ
KLVGDXJKWHUVWRWKHGLUHFWLRQRIRWKHUVDWWKHLUSUHVHQWPRVWLQWHUHVWLQJWLPHRIOLIH¶S,Q
essence, in leaving, he gambOHVZLWKKLVGDXJKWHUV¶VH[XDOLW\LQRUGHUWRVHFXUHWKHILQDQFLDO
VHFXULW\RI0DQVILHOG3DUN6LU7KRPDV¶VDEVHQFHFUHDWHVDFKDVPLQWKHSULYDWHHQFORVXUHRI
his estate through which outsiders, the Crawfords and Mr Yates, enter and exert their 
influence. The transformation of the estate occurs literally with the building of an indoor 
theatre which leads Mansfield Park to become a dangerously intimate, enclosed arena for 
public performance. The roles of women are similarly destabilised when, in the /RYHUV¶9RZV
rehearsals, the Bertram women literally adopt new characters. Acting itself was thought to be 
µDOPRVWFHUWDLQWRSURYHLQLWVHIIHFWVLQMXULRXVWRWKHIHPDOHSHUIRUPHUV¶EHFDXVHLWZRXOG
HQFRXUDJHµXQUHVWUDLQHGIDPLOLDULW\ZLWKSHUVRQVRIWKHRWKHUVH[¶57 Realising these fears, 
Maria uses the guise of her role as a means to flirt with Henry. Overall, the family adopts a 
VWUDQJHH[LVWHQFHLQZKLFKWKH\DSSHDUQRWHQWLUHO\FRQWDLQHGZLWKLQ$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOOLYLQJ
instead through the text of LoveUV¶9RZV.  
0DULO\Q%XWOHUFDOOVWKLVµa strange hole in the heart of the novel, an absence from the 
WH[W¶58 KHUXVHRIWKHWHUPµDEVHQFH¶LVUHYHDOLQJ7RPJRHVVRIDUDVWRVD\LQUHODWLRQWRKLV
IDWKHU¶VDEVHQFHWKDWKHµFRQVLGHU>V@LWUDWKHUDVDPRWLYH¶S,QIDFW6LU7KRPDV¶V
absence is so often referred to that it renders him a very present tension in the proceedings. 
%\OHDYLQJ6LU7KRPDVKDVRFFDVLRQHGWKHLQGHFRUXPWKDWHQVXHV+LVGDXJKWHUVIHHOµDW
OLEHUW\¶DQGµDERYHUHVWUDLQW¶S). This sense of freedom by contrast indicates the 
oppressive power his presence has both at home and by extension on the plantation. Critics 
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inhabitants mirror the µLQVXUUHFWLRQDU\SRWHQWLDO¶59 of the slaves Sir Thomas has left to control 
DQGWKHSOD\LVµ$XVWHQ¶VSDUDEOHRIUHYROXWLRQ¶60 I argue that the two situations remain 
separate for Austen. The issues of plantation profitability and female sexuality are not 
conflated, though both have the power to undo Sir Thomas. The paralleled situations instead 
show that, in becoming a public space, Mansfield Park maintains less of a distinction from 
the Antiguan plantation. ,WLV6LU7KRPDV¶VSUHVHQFHWKDWGHWHUPLQHVWKHQHed for a public and 
private division upheld by women. Fanny, recognising that a wholesale inversion of public 
and private could prove damaging to both the reputation and stability of Mansfield Park, 
UHIXVHVWRDFW6KHKDVDµYHU\DEVHQWDQ[LRXVPLQG¶S 155); this absence of mind implies an 
affinity with the absent Sir Thomas. She thus continues to be appropriated to her uncle in the 
UROHRIZKDW*D\DWUL&KDNUDYRUW\6SLYDNUHIHUVWRDVWKHµGRPHVWLFDWHG2WKHUWKDW
FRQVROLGDWHVWKHLPSHULDOLVWVHOI¶61 In seeking to protect the privacy of domesticity, Fanny 
works to support Sir Thomas in his absence by preserving Mansfield Park as a space distinct 




entirely from the nature of his absence. Maria notes that his letters led heUWRµDPRVW
XQZHOFRPHH[HUFLVH¶RIKDYLQJµWRWKLQNRIKHUIDWKHULQ(QJODQGDJDLQ¶S6KHFDQ
only fathom her father in terms of the restraint that will come with his return. Like Maria, 
Mary is only concerned with how domestic life at Mansfield is to be affected. While Edmund 
VXJJHVWVWKDWµVXFKDQDEVHQFH¶ZLOOKDYHµLQFOXG>HG@VRPDQ\GDQJHUV¶0DU\PHUHO\QRWHV
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suddenly, and the performers meet the neZVZLWKµDEVROXWHKRUURU¶:LWKRXWZDUQLQJWKH\
PXVWDGDSWWR6LU7KRPDV¶H[LVWLQJDVPRUHWKDQDQLGHDRUDQXQGHUO\LQJWHQVLRQ,QDVWDWH
RIWHUURUWKH\PHORGUDPDWLFDOO\DVNµ:KDWZLOOEHFRPHRIXV"¶S)RUWKRVHDW
Mansfield, he now represents an unknown malevolent authority. Yet, as it is revealed, Sir 
7KRPDVLVH[FHVVLYHO\DIIDEOHXSRQKLVUHWXUQ.DURXQRVQRWHVWKDWµWKHFKDQJHLQKLPLVRQH





appearances highlights that, whilst the women benefit materially from colonialism and are 
able to blossom at a distance, only Sir Thomas can bodily encounter its truths.  
 Upon learning about the play, Sir Thomas undertakes a reprivatisation and reordering 
of his house that reflects his need to reassert the space as an absence from colonial life. Said 
DUJXHVWKDWLQWKLVHSLVRGH$XVWHQµV\QFKURQL]HVGRPHVWLFZLWKLQWHUQDWLRQDODXWKRULW\¶63 
,QGHHGLQKLVµDQJHURQILQGLQJKLPVHOI>«@EHZLOGHUHGLQKLVRZQKRXVH¶S6LU
Thomas behaves with a brutality that might suggest a connection to the kind of authority he 
exerted in Antigua. Austen also writes, however, that owing to his experiences he has a 
UHQHZHGµYDOXHIRUGRPHVWLFWUDQTXLOOLW\¶S,QEDQLVKLQJWKHGLVRUGHUO\LQIOXHQFHVRI
/RYHUV¶9RZVand the Crawfords he is, I argue, trying to create the complete antithesis to his 
plantation. In this respect, when he huUULHGO\GUDZV)DQQ\WRZDUGVKLPLWLVQRWDVDµVODYH-
RZQLQJ>«@SODQWHUVL]LQJXSDSLHFHRIKLVSURSHUW\¶64 He grasps her as a prime example of 
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references to the great zeal with which Sir Thomas discusses his business in Antigua: on the 
VXEMHFWKHLVµFRPPXQLFDWLYHDQGFKDWW\LQDYHU\XQXVXDOGHJUHH¶DQGUHDG\WRµDQVZHUHYHU\
question of his two sons¶SP\LWDOLFV6XFKLVKLVJDUUXORXVGHOLJKWKHVSHDNVXQWLODOO
KLVµLPPHGLDWHFRPPXQLFDWLRQVZHUHH[KDXVWHG¶S'HVSLWH6LU7KRPDV¶VJDUUXOLW\
not a word of his narrative is transcribed by Austen; she creates a silence in the text. Both 
(GPXQGDQGWKHQDUUDWRUQRWLFHµDVWULNLQJFKDQJHLQWKHZD\VRIWKHIDPLO\¶SWKDW
amounts to a gloomy quietness. In discussion of this altered atmosphere, Edmund tells Fanny 
VKHLVµRQHRIWKRVHZKRDUHWRRVLOHQWLQWKHHYHQLQJFLUFOH¶S$GGUHVVLQJSULPDULO\
KLVVRQVLQQDUUDWLQJKLVWUDYHOVWKHQRYHO¶VZRPHQLWZRXOGVHHPKDYH been alienated by Sir 
7KRPDV¶FKRLFHRIVXEMHFW,PSRUWDQWO\)DQQ\LVWKHRQO\RQHZKRDSSHDUVWRQRWLFHWKDWµLW
ZDVDOZD\VPXFKWKHVDPH¶SIURPKHUYLHZSRLQWQRVXGGHQDOWHUDWLRQKDVRFFXUUHG
Fanny has always been characterised by an extreme RWKHUQHVVWKDWDVDUHVXOWRI6LU7KRPDV¶
renewed colonialist fervour, now applies to her female cousins too. The field of femininity, it 
seems, has been levelled through the implied excess of colonial discussion.  
:RPHQ¶VGLVFRQQHFWLRQIURPWKHFRORQLDO realities discussed by Sir Thomas becomes 
PRVWVWDUNO\DSSDUHQWZLWKWKHUHVSRQVHWR)DQQ\¶VQRWRULRXVTXHVWLRQDERXWWKHVODYHWUDGH
In interpreting this episode, critics have tried to pinpoint the likely moral angle of this 
unarticulated question. TuitHIRULQVWDQFHDUJXHVWKDWLQDVNLQJKHUTXHVWLRQµ)DQQ\
SUREOHPDWL]HV6LU7KRPDV¶VVLOHQFH¶RQWKHVXEMHFWRIVODYHU\65 As I have discussed, 
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however, Sir Thomas is far from silent. I want to suggest that what is important in this scene 
LVQRWWKHQDWXUHRI)DQQ\¶VTXHVWLRQEXWUDWKHUWKHIDFWWKDWVKHEUHDNVZRPHQ¶s silence and 
in so doing, confirms her otherness to colonialism. It becomes clear that Austen is not 
offering a comment on slavery if we examine the context of the discussion. In the 








implies, she is trying to align herself with Sir Thomas and distance herself from the 




[her]self off at their expense, by shewing a FXULRVLW\DQGSOHDVXUHLQ>6LU7KRPDV¶V@
LQIRUPDWLRQ¶WKDWVWRSVKHUIURPDVNLQJPRUHTXHVWLRQV:KDWLVDWVWDNHKHUHWKHQDUHWKH
dynamics of domesticity. In showing an interest specifically in the slave trade, Fanny notably 
does not behave in the manner of other women on this topic: she acts in a way Sir Thomas 
µPXVWZLVKKLVRZQGDXJKWHUVWR¶S5DWKHUWKDQKHUTXHVWLRQEHLQJDVLJQWKDW)DQQ\
DQGKHUXQFOHRIWHQGLVFXVVµWKHPLQXWLDHRIKLVVODYHSODQWDWLRQ¶DQGWKDWVKHWKHUHIRUH
develops a stance on slavery, as is claimed in particular by Wood,66 her question suggests her 
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lack of knowledge and her absolute distance from it. This state of disassociation is evident as, 
in spite of her professed curiosity about the slave trade, when Fanny is in Portsmouth, a town 
WKDWµZLWQHVV>HV@>«@VFHQHVLQYROYLQJWKHVDOHRISHRSOH¶67 VKHIHHOVWKDWVKHLVDWDµGLVWDQFH
IURPHYHU\WKLQJWKDWKDGEHHQZRQWWRLQWHUHVWKHU¶S%\TXHVWLRQLQJ6LU7KRPDV
Fanny pleases him by confirming her appropriate separateness from colonialism and her 
reliance on him as a medium through which she can become informed. She exhibits therefore 
DIHPLQLQHRWKHUQHVVPRUHH[WUHPHWKDQWKDWRIKHUZRUOGO\FRXVLQV8OWLPDWHO\WKHµGHDG
VLOHQFH¶LVWKHJURXQGVFUHDWHGEHWZHHn Fanny, the non-VSHDNLQJµRWKHU¶DQGWKHXQVSRNHQ
otherness of slaves. In emphasising this silence instead of articulating the question asked, 
Austen renders this momentary link between women and slavery insubstantial and ironically 
asserts a disconnection between the two.  
As the ultimate symbol of female otherness, Fanny is, throughout the novel, the 
dormant ideal of womanhood waiting to step in. The notion of Fanny as supplement is 
IRUHVKDGRZHGE\/DG\%HUWUDPZKRIUHTXHQWO\LQVLVWVVKHµFDQQRWGRZLWKRXWKHU¶S
Fanny, often positioned appendage-like to her aunt, fills in for her deficiencies as the head of 
feminine domesticity. The other Bertrams only come to realise the necessity of Fanny when 
she becomes truly absent in Portsmouth. The family become desperate for her to return and 
UHSDLUWKHGDPDJHGRQHWKURXJKIHPDOHLQGLVFUHWLRQVQDPHO\KHUFRXVLQ¶VDIIDLUWRGRPHVWLF
privacy. Her return allows Sir Thomas to purge the threatening examples of womanhood 
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0DQVILHOG3DUN¶68 as Said terms her, Fanny will counter this disorder and ensure the 
SUHVHUYDWLRQRIWKHHVWDWH¶VSULYDF\DQGWUDQTXLOOLW\$V-RQ0HHVXPPDULVHVµ)DQQ\¶V
symbolic virtue is SUHFLVHO\WKDWVKHLVLJQRUDQWRIWKHZLGHUZRUOG¶VKHLVOLQNHGHQWLUHO\WR
µKRPHDQGKHDUWKDVDSODFHRIHVVHQWLDO(QJOLVKQHVV¶69 Fanny works both in opposition to, 
and in balance with, slavery, then. On the one hand, her qualities ensure the estate maintains a 
feminine distinctness from the plantation and so slavery remains absent within domestic 
confines. On the other, her femininity is directly paralleled to the profitability of slavery: both 
are the silent staples that underpin the stability of Mansfield Park. 
&RQFOXVLRQµ:LWKRXWNQRZOHGJHWKHUHFDQEHQRPRUDOLW\¶70 
In choosing to show this relationship of disconnection, Austen is exposing an especially 
uncomfortable aspect of female subjugation. It is because of their lower status that women do 
not have access to the knowledge or experiences that would allow them to develop an 
informed stance on slavery. In their sheer otherness to colonialism therefore the women of 
Mansfield Park become complicit in slavery without much choice. Portraying Fanny as a 
rigorously subordinated woman ± and, indeed, the most oppressed throughout the novels ± 
who so easily lends herself to comparison with slavery is, hence, the darkest of Mansfield 
Park¶VLURQLHV0RUHVRHYHQWKDQRWKHUIHPDOHFKDUDFWHUV)DQQ\FDQKDYHno real conception 
RIWKHOLYHVRIWKHSHRSOHZLWKZKRPVKHLVRVWHQVLEO\EHLQJFRPSDUHG:RPHQ¶VFRPSOLFLW\
with the ongoing practice of plantation slavery is in this way an unsettling truth that lingers 
WKURXJKRXW$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQ,QFORVLQJWKLVFKDSWHr, I want to consider the problem of 
ZRPHQ¶VOLPLWHGPRUDODJHQF\DVDFRQVHTXHQFHRIWKHLUH[FOXVLRQIURPJOREDOSROLWLFDO
affairs. To do so, I look at other key instances in which colonialism overtly figures in her 
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work: when the slave trade is mentioned in a conversation between Mrs Elton and Jane 
Fairfax in Emma 0UV6PLWK¶VSRVVLEOHFRQQHFWLRQWRVODYHU\LQPersuasion; Mrs 
&URIW¶VWUDYHOVWRWKH:HVW,QGLHVDQGWKHDOOXVLRQVWRD:HVW,QGLDQKHLUHVVLQSanditon 
(1817). These as further instanceVLQZKLFK$XVWHQ¶VSROLWLFDOVLOHQFHDSSHDUVWREHEURNHQ
VKHGOLJKWRQZRPHQ¶VPRUDOSRVLWLRQLQWKHILFWLRQ 
The reference made by Mrs Elton to the slave trade in Emma reinforces my analysis 
of Mansfield Park. In this deceptively complex scene, Jane, reIXVLQJ0UV(OWRQ¶VKHOSLQ
looking for a position as a governess, says: 
µ>«@,DPQRWDWDOODIUDLGRIEHLQJORQJXQHPSOR\HG7KHUHDUHSODFHVLQWRZQ
offices, where inquiry would soon produce something²Offices for the sale²not 
quite of human flesh²but of KXPDQLQWHOOHFW¶ 
µ2KP\GHDUKXPDQIOHVK<RXTXLWHVKRFNPHLI\RXPHDQDIOLQJDWWKHVODYH-
WUDGH,DVVXUH\RX0U6XFNOLQJZDVDOZD\VUDWKHUDIULHQGWRWKHDEROLWLRQ¶71 
As a consequence of her outburst, Mrs Elton has been read as revealing her anxiety regarding 
WKHFRORQLDORULJLQVRIKHUIDPLO\¶VQHZ-found wealth. Galperin describes Mrs Elton as a 
µZHDOWK\KHLUHVVZKRVHIDPLO\KDVULVHQLQWUDGHDQGDVLWLVPDOLFLRXVO\KLQWHGLQEXVLQHVV
DOLJQHGZLWKWKHVODYHWUDGH¶72 By suddenly mentioning the slave trade, George Boulukos 
DGGVVKHLVµLQDGYHUWHQWO\UHYHDOLQJKHURZQLPSHUIHFWO\UHSUHVVHGJXLOW¶.73 <HWLI*DOSHULQ¶V
UHDGLQJLVFRUUHFWZLWKKHUFRQVWDQWEUDJJLQJDERXWµ0DSOH*URYH¶SWKHJUDQG
residence of her brother-in-law, Mr Suckling, Mrs Elton has been reminding her new 
acquaintances of her connections to money earned through slavery ever since her arrival in 
+LJKEXU\'LVFXVVLQJRQO\WKLVZHDOWK¶VSURYLVLRQRIGRPHVWLFOX[XU\0UV(OWRQVKRZVOLNH
the women of Mansfield Park, her psychic disassociation from the origins of colonial wealth. 
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Furthermore, although it is her that introduces the idea of the slave trade in this moment, she 
does so in the context of a discussion about female employment. In assuming that the slave 
WUDGHLVEHLQJLQYRNHGDVDPHWDSKRUIRUZRPHQ¶VODERXUDVZLWKKHUVSHHFKHVDERXW0U
6XFNOLQJ¶VHVWDWHVKHDSSHDUVRQO\DEOHWRFRQFHLYHRIVODYHU\WKURXJKWKHOHQVRIKHURZQ
feminine experience. With this evident detachment, guilt seems to be far from accurate in 
terms of characterising her emotional state.  
 Echoing the strategy employed in Mansfield Park, Jane is used by Austen to enact a 
dismissal of the comparison drawn between British women and slaves in Emma. µµI did not 
mean, I was not thinking of the slave-WUDGH¶UHSOLHG-DQH¶IROORZLQJWKHDERYHVSHHFKE\0UV
Elton. Her initial stuttering repetition here seems to suggest that she is taken aback by the 
LQDSSURSULDWHQDWXUHRIZKDWKHUFRPSDQLRQKDVVDLG7KURXJK-DQH¶s denial, Austen chides 
those who might all too easily leap to a hyperbolic comparison between the situation of 
women and slaves.74 :LWKWKHSKUDVHµQRWTXLWHRIKXPDQIOHVK¶75 Austen teasingly prompts 
this connection only then to show the extent to which women in particular are distanced from 
WKHUHDOLWLHVRIVODYHU\+DYLQJUHIXWHG0UV(OWRQ¶VFODLP-DQHJRHVRQWRVD\ 
µJRYHUQHVV-trade, I assure you, was all that I had in view; widely different certainly as 
to the guilt of those who carry it on; but as to the greater misery of the victims, I do 
not know where it lies. But I only mean to say that there are advertising offices, and 
that by applying to them I should have no doubt of very soon meeting with something 
WKDWZRXOGGR¶SS-80). 
Mrs Elton plants the seed of a comparison between women and slaves which Jane then 
pursues. Her continued drawing of this link is to be taken, however, as symptomatic of her 
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dread of a life as a governess, without Frank, and her inability to see beyond her own 
concerns. -DQH¶VXVHRIDYDJXHHXSKHPLVPLQUHIHUULQJWRµWKRVHZKRFDUU\LWRQ¶VKRZVKHU
PHQWDOGLVDVVRFLDWLRQIURPVODYHU\:KDWLVPRUHKHUFODLPWKDWµDVWRWKHJUHDWHUPLVHU\RI
WKHYLFWLPV,GRQRWNQRZZKHUHLWOLHV¶DFWVDVDQDVVHUWLRQRIKHUOLPLWHGNnowledge on the 
issue. Her lack of understanding is clear both in the crude and, therefore for Jane, 
uncharacteristic, implication that being a governess is worse than the suffering of slaves, as 
ZHOODVLQZKDWVKHOLWHUDOO\VD\Vµ,GRQRWNQRZ¶,QVSLWe of their disagreement on the 
surface, this episode ultimately unveils an affinity between the two characters. Whilst Jane is 
LQLWLDOO\XVHGWRH[SRVH0UV(OWRQ¶VPLVWDNHERWKDUHVKRZQWREHVXVFHSWLEOHWRWKHIHPDOH
fate of existing in a state of desensitising ignorance. 
In Persuasion ZHVHHHYHQPRUHWURXEOLQJHYLGHQFHZLWKUHJDUGVWRZRPHQ¶VWDFLW
complicity with slavery and apparent lack of consideration for its moral implications. As 
*DOSHULQQRWHVLQWKHQRYHO0UV6PLWK¶VµPDLQJRDOLVWRUHJDLQKer West Indian property, 
DQGWKHVODYHVWKDWSUHVXPDEO\JRZLWKLW¶76 The property belonging to her late husband has 
fallen out of her possession; she hopes Anne will marry Mr Elliot and use her influence on 
him to arrange for the return of the property. This plan failing, Wentworth is instead called 
upon to assist: 
Captain Wentworth, by putting her in the way of recovering her husband's property in 
the West Indies; by writing for her, acting for her, and seeing her through all the petty 
difficulties of the case, with the activity and exertion of a fearless man and a 
determined friend, fully requited the services which she had rendered, or ever meant 
to render, to his wife. 
 
0UV6PLWK¶VQHZIRXQGVWUHQJWKDQGVHOI-reliance gained through her recovery from illness 
have boundaries within which they can be exerted, Austen illustrates. Whether it is Mr Smith, 
0U(OOLRWRU:HQWZRUWKWKHLQIOXHQFHRIµDIHDUOHVVPDQ¶LVQHHGHGWRHQDFWDQ\WUDQVDFWLRQV
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with regards to a foreign property. While what Wentworth carries out are essentially 
administrative tasks, the language used by Austen, connoting danger and adventure, suggests 
that owing to the subject matter these tasks are masculine in character and at odds with 
female capabilities. The novel makes a point in its closing paragraphs of emphasising that 
Mrs Smith, in profiting from slavery through the filter of male management, is removed from 
the detailed realities of her West Indian plantation. Austen does not explicitly mention 




Although not a main character, in these final pages she is dwelled upon and aligned with 
Anne, the heroine, as the author unites them in their exclusion and powerlessness. At the 
same time she draws our attention, in contrast, to Wentworth in turn playing an active role in 
regaining slave ownership and the Napoleonic wars, the most pressing political affairs of the 
period. 
While through the examples of the Bertrams, Mrs Elton and Mrs Smith Austen 
maintains the morally problematic separation between women who benefit from slavery and 
its realities, she also offers hints of the possibility of British female life and colonial truths 
colliding. Mrs Croft, we are told in Persuasion, travels widely with her husband, including to 
Caribbean islands known to have slave plantations. Insisting, as we saw in the previous 
chapter, on not having different treatment aboard a ship, Mrs Croft likely has first-hand 
experience of the colonial world. But as she receives only minor attention in the narrative, 
and fails to find an adequate companion in her discourse on foreign affairs, we are never 
permitted to learn what in terms of politics she knows or thinks. More tantalising still than the 





heiress, in Sanditon. With the excitement of the other characters, Austen builds a great deal of 
anticipation around her introduction to the town. In all the mentions of the delicate state of 
KHUKHDOWK0LVV/DPEH¶VVWDWXVDVµLPSRUWDQWDQGSUHFLRXV¶LVXQGHUOLQHGµ>V@KH>«@ZDVWR
KDYHWKHEHVWURRPLQWKH/RGJLQJVDQGZDVDOZD\VRIWKHILUVWFRQVHTXHQFHLQHYHU\SODQ¶
(p. 341), Austen writes. Despite all of the discussion about Miss Lambe, in the portion of the 
novel available she remains in the background, without a voice. With the interest gathered, 
KRZHYHURQFHKHDOWK\DJDLQ0LVV/DPEHZRXOGEHDWWKHKHDUWRI6DQGLWRQ¶VIHPDOHVRFLHW\
Her presence in the novel represents the possibility of colonial and British domestic worlds 
meeting in the foreground of the narrative that never comes to fruition.77   
More so even than Mansfield ParkWKHDERYHH[DPSOHVKLJKOLJKWWKDWZRPHQ¶VPRUDO
agency is at stake in their political exclusion. While Fanny is young and is herself exploited, 
Mrs Smith and Mrs Elton are mature women, each shown to be disturbingly gleeful as 
EHQHILFLDULHVRIFRORQLDOZHDOWK0RUHSUREOHPDWLFVWLOOZLWK$XVWHQQRWLQJ0UV6PLWK¶V
µPHQWDODODFULW\¶SIRULQVWDQce, women are suggested to have the mental capacity to 
engage with politically fraught concepts. In fact with Catherine and Fanny, along with other 
female characters, exhibiting social intelligence and a tendency towards caring for others, the 
novels leave us to contemplate whether given the opportunity they might be not only 
particularly apt in discussing, but also concerned by matters such as slavery. Yet as the 
frequent voids in female conversation testify, female characters are barred by custom from 
engaging in the debates necessary to develop an informed ethical stance. With men such as 
Sir Thomas endeavouring to mould women according to a feminine ideal as an escape from 
their political lives, and Henry Tilney advocating the attractiveness of intellectual inferiority, 
the fiction shows how female ignorance and thus their political silence is routinely cultivated. 
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There are exceptions to this status quo, as Austen gestures towards with Mrs Croft who 
experiences non-domestic life and appears to thrive intellectually. As Austen would have 
known, contemporarily there were women active on the political scene. Writers such as 
Wollstonecraft and More led unconventional lives and as a result of their broad experiences 
developed informed moral stances on political issues.78 But these are exceptions and as 
Austen shows by placing Mrs Croft in the side-lines, she is interested in recording the 
ordinary.  
This impulse to record the ordinary lives of genteel women, I have argued, marks 
Austen as a historian of her period. Austen has been read as ignoring the national and global 
subjects traditionally of concern to histories owing either to her sense of their 
inappropriateness or disinterest. Recent scholars that have allowed that Austen has an interest 
in these matters have often still contended that she places gender above the politics of the 
day.79 Rather than issues of politics being displaced by those of gender, I show, these two 
types of issue are on the contrary intimately bound in the fiction. Where Austen sidesteps 
SROLWLFVLWLVLQUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRIDQGRXWRIFRQFHUQIRUZRPHQ¶VLQDELOLW\WROHDUQDERXWDQG
so participate in these debates. When references to war or the slave trade surface, they are 
GHSLFWHGIURPZRPHQ¶VJHQGHUHGSHUVSHFWLYHEXWDVWKHDXWKRUmakes clear, this perspective 
is unavoidably narrow. Ways of directly knowing the world beyond domesticity as men did 
were conventionally beyond the epistemic reach of women. Austen chooses to convey their 
necessary detachment from political affairs through political silences in the novels that 
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feature alongside female entanglement with matters like slavery. In doing so, we have seen, 
$XVWHQVLJQDOVWKHYDULRXVPRUDODQGSHUVRQDOLVVXHVLQZRPHQ¶VODFNRIDFFHVVWRWKHZLGHU
ZRUOG$XVWHQ¶VVLOHQFHLVKRZHYer also an empowered sign of her own authorial revolt. 
0LUURULQJ&DWKHULQH¶VGLVPLVVDORIWKHKLVWRULHVUHOLHGXSRQE\+HQU\7LOQH\KHUZRUNLVD
UHMHFWLRQRIPDVFXOLQHIRUPVRILQIRUPDWLRQ$VZHOODVVKRZLQJZRPHQ¶VGLVDGYDQWDJHVKH
uses silence to her advantage as a tool through which to create political works that do include 







µ,KDWHGHVFULELQJVXFKWKLQJV¶1: Austen and the fabric of the home 
 
 >$@ZLVHPRWKHUDQ[LRXVIRUKHUGDXJKWHU¶VEHVWLQWHUHVWV>«@NQRZVWKDWWKH
superstructure of the accomplishments can be alone safely erected on the broad and 
solid basis of Christian humility: nay more, that as the materials of which that 
superstructure is to be composed, are in themselves of so unstable and tottering a 
nature, the foundation must be deepened and enlarged with more abundant care, 
otherwise the fabric will be overloaded with its own ornaments, and what was 
intended only to embellish the building, will prove the occasion of its fall. 
Hannah More, Strictures on the Modern System of Female Education (1799)2 
 
µ7RPHLWLVIDXOWOHVV1D\PRUH,FRQVLGHULWDVWKHRQO\IRUPRIEXLOGLQJLQZKLFK
happiness is attainable, and were I rich enough I would instantly pull Combe down, 
DQGEXLOGLWXSDJDLQLQWKHH[DFWSODQRIWKLVFRWWDJH¶ 
Jane Austen, Sense and Sensibility (1811)3 
 
Late eighteenth-century conduct literature shows us that domestic ideology sought to merge 
middle-class female identity with the concept of home. Not only were women supposed most 
often to remain at home, but all of their time, thoughts and actions were to be consumed by 
WKHKRXVHKROG¶VXSNHHSDQGULWXDOV+DQQDK0RUH¶VUKHWRULFDODVVRFLDWLRQRIZRPHQDQGWKH
home is especially acute and striking. In her Strictures on the Modern System of Female 
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More in one sense simply employs a useful analogy for illustrating the role of education in 
constructing a stable female character. Fashionable young women, without a solid moral or 
LQWHOOHFWXDOEDVLVDUHGHVFULEHGDVµWRWWHULQJ¶ILJXUHVZKRDUHZHLJKHGGRZQWRVXFKDQH[WHQW
by showy bodily ornamentation that they are unable to walk. Yet what is most important 
about her conflation of women and home, here, and what most bespeaks the intention of 
FRQVHUYDWLYHZRUNVVXFKDV0RUH¶VZKRUHO\RQWKLVVWUDWHJ\LVWKHHDVHZLWKZKLFKVKH
allows women and houses to become interchangeable entities. What begins as a discussion 
DERXWDPRWKHU¶VFRQFHUQIRUDGDXghter culminates in an explicit reference to woman as 
µEXLOGLQJ¶ 
The rhetorical sleight of hand performed by More here models a paradigm for 
GLVFXVVLQJZRPHQWKDWLVXWLOLVHGIRUDOWRJHWKHUGLIIHUHQWHQGVLQ$XVWHQ¶VZRUN,QWKHDERYH
quotation from Sense and Sensibility, Willoughby is using a conversation about Barton 
cottage as an indirect means of professing his admiration for its inhabitant, Marianne. Just as 
the cottage represents, he claims, his ideal living space, Marianne, the novel will reveal, is 
µKLVVHFUHWVWDQGDUGRISHUIHFWLRQLQZRPDQ¶S7KHFRQQHFWLRQLVUHLQIRUFHG
throughout the novel. Just as his supposed reasons for not constructing his own cottage are 
due to limited funds, so are his reasons for not proposing to Marianne financiDO:LOORXJKE\¶V
FRQYHUVDWLRQDERXW0DULDQQHLVMXVWRQHRIQXPHURXVPRPHQWVLQ$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOVLQZKLFK
women are brought into alignment with a particular house. In conflating women and houses 
through characters such as Willoughby, Austen, then, repurposes a technique used within 
conservative discourse to inculcate a particular kind of femininity. By allowing domestic 
spaces to become a shorthand through which to discuss women, she reflects the troubling 
readiness with which middle-class women were associated with a restrictive model of identity 





The collapsing of distinctions between women and the home enacted by More and 
Willoughby is one to which Austen and her work have historically been subjected. As I 
explored in the Introduction, Austen has long been variously associated with the broader 
QRWLRQVRIµKRPH¶DQGµKRPHOLQHVV¶EXWKHUUHSXWDWLRQKDVDOVREHFRPHLQWLPDWHO\ERXQG
with the domestic spaces in which she wrote and lived. The ongoing fascination of readers 
ZLWK$XVWHQ¶VKRmes was originally cultivated by her earliest biographers and critics, in 
particular James Edward Austen-/HLJK'HVSLWHKLVSURFODPDWLRQWKDWKHµFDQQRWUHFRPPHQG
DQ\DGPLUHURI-DQH$XVWHQWRXQGHUWDNHDSLOJULPDJHWRWKLVVSRW>&KDZWRQ@¶A Memoir of 
Jane Austen (1870) seems almost designed to encourage Austen tourism. Austen-Leigh 
GHGLFDWHVVHYHUDOSDJHVWRJXLGLQJWKHUHDGHUDURXQG$XVWHQ¶VKRPHVDW6WHYHQWRQDQG
Chawton and their vicinities. Unable to give much faithful detail of the domestic layout as it 
stood in either home when Austen lived there, he compensates by giving a general account of 
the customs of the times in terms of interiors, so important is it that the reader is able to view 
$XVWHQDVVLWXDWHGLQKHUWLPHDQGSODFHµ7KHUHZRXOGRIWHQbe but one sofa in the house, and 
WKDWDWDVWLIIDQJXODUXQFRPIRUWDEOHDUWLFOH¶KHVSHFXODWLYHO\ZULWHVRI6WHYHQWRQ$EOHWR
ZULWHZLWKPRUHFRQILGHQFHDERXW&KDZWRQFRWWDJHKHFRQFOXGHVWKDWLWZDVDQµDOWRJHWKHUD
comfortable and ladylike establishPHQW¶4 DIDFWUHLQIRUFHGE\&DUROLQH$XVWHQ¶VREVHUYDWLRQ
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GRPHVWLFUHWLUHPHQW¶6 Austen-Leigh in offering readers a window into her living spaces tries 
to do just that.  
While Austen and her homes have become inextricably linked in her posthumous 
reputation, her novels have taken on the character of domestic spaces in the cultural 
imagination. In Cultural Institutions of the Novel (1996) Deidre Lynch outlines this 
SKHQRPHQRQ/\QFKZULWHVWKDWLQWKHWZHQWLHWKFHQWXU\µ(QJOLVKQHVV>«@IRXQGIXOOHVW
H[SUHVVLRQLQWKHOLWWOHWRXFKHVRIFRPIRUWWKDWPDGHXSOLIHLQWKH(QJOLVKKRPH¶([DPLQLQJ
commentators on Austen in the inter-war period, she claims tKDWµWKH$XVWHQWH[W¶ZDV
µ>U@HSHDWHGO\UHVFULSWHGDVVRXUFHPDWHULDOIRU>«@GHILQLWLRQVRI(QJODQGDVKRPH¶$WDWLPH
RIVRFLDOLQVWDELOLW\WKHQRYHOVEHFDPHV\PEROLFRIKRPHRUWRXVH/\QFK¶VSKUDVHµevery 
(QJOLVKSHUVRQ¶VSHUPDQHQWUHVLGHQFH¶7 It is a view that Virginia Woolf also helped to 
SURSDJDWHZKHQVKHGHVFULEHG$XVWHQ¶VFUHDWLYHSURFHVVDVWKDWRIDELUGPDUNLQJLWVQHVW
µ+XPEO\DQGJDLO\VKHFROOHFWHGWKHWZLJVDQGVWUDZV>«@DQGSODFHGWKHPQHDWO\WRJHWKHU¶8 
)RU:RROI$XVWHQ¶VZULWLQJis analogous to a ± highly feminised ± process of constructing a 
KRPH$FFRUGLQJWRPDQ\RI$XVWHQ¶VELRJUDSKHUVDQGFULWLFVWKHQVKHZURWHHQWLUHO\ZLWKLQ
the confines of an appropriately feminised domestic space and drew inspiration from what 
was withiQWKHVHIRXUZDOOVFUHDWLQJµQHVWV¶QRYHOVRIKHURZQ,QYLVLWLQJ$XVWHQ¶VKRPHDV
thousands of literary tourists have done for years in visiting Chawton, readers both seek 
$XVWHQ¶VRULJLQDOVRXUFHPDWHULDODQGILQGDZD\WRDFWRQWKHLURZQIHHOLQJVRI EHLQJµDW
KRPH¶ZKHQWKH\UHDGKHUZRUNV 
 Yet ironically, for works that have become so emblematic of domestic space the 
novels feature strangely little domestic detail. While one early reviewer summarised them as 
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EHLQJµ7HQLHUV-like pictures of the domHVWLFLQWHULRUVRISURYLQFLDOKRPHV¶9 more recent 
FULWLFVKDYHUHFRJQLVHGWKDWWKHGHVFULSWLRQRILQWHULRUVLVDOPRVWDEVHQWIURP$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOV
For scholars exploring the domestic space in the work of eighteenth-century novelists, Austen 
either does noWIDFWRULQWKHLUDQDO\VHVRULVQRWHGIRUKHUPLQLPDOLVP,Q6LPRQ9DUH\¶V
VWXG\RIµKDELW>V@RIVSDWLDOWKLQNLQJ¶LQSpace and the Eighteenth-Century English Novel 
$XVWHQ¶VZRUNLVVLGHOLQHGLQIDYRXULWHRIOHQJWK\GLVFXVVLRQVRIWKHILFWLRQRIDaniel 
Defoe, Henry Fielding and Samuel Richardson.10 Austen is also notably absent in Karen 
/LSVHGJH¶VPRUHUHFHQWDomestic Space in Eighteenth-Century British Novels (2012). 
/LSVHGJHGLVFXVVHVQRYHOVLQZKLFKLQWKHQDUUDWLYHZHJHQHUDOO\NQRZµWKHQDPHRf a room, 
its location in relation to other rooms, and its route of access; the number of windows and 
GRRUV>«@¶DQGVRRQ11 Austen, by avoiding this kind of specificity does not merit 
FRQVLGHUDWLRQ6KHLVKRZHYHUPRUHSUHVHQWLQ&\QWKLD:DOO¶VThe Prose of Things (2006), 
which offers an examination of the change in modes of literary description of interiors 




µSV\FKRORJLFDOVLJQLILFDQFH¶12 Lipsedge endorses this point when she notes that µa sense of 
VHWWLQJLVDEVHQW¶IURPWKHZRUNRIHDUOLHUQRYHOLVWVWRZKLFK$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQLVURXWLQHO\
FRPSDUHGKHUQRYHO¶VVSDFHVE\FRQWUDVWDUHRQO\HYHUµLPSOLHGVSDFHV¶13 
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My contention, in this chapter, is that the consenVXVWKDW$XVWHQ¶VGHSLFWLRQRI
domestic detail is minimalist has unjustly masked her significant contribution to 
contemporary debates about domesticity. Nancy Armstrong concurs with the critical trend 
established by Varey, Lipsedge and Wall, suggesting thaWLQGRPHVWLFILFWLRQµ5LFKDUGVRQ¶V
WHGLRXVO\SURWUDFWHGGHVFULSWLRQRIWKHKRXVHKROG>«@>LV@VXSSODQWHGE\$XVWHQ¶VPLQLPDOLVW
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ¶14 For Armstrong, the domestic detail given by Richardson serves the 
objective he shares with conduct books of promoting a new domestic ideal. As this ideal was 
already so well established by the time Austen wrote, Armstrong suggests, she did not need 
to include the same level of detail when depicting the home. Such accounts, while influential, 
fail to account for the moments in the fiction in which houses and their interiors are discussed 
at length. These moments have not been entirely neglected, however. Alistair Duckworth 
IDPRXVO\PDGHWKHFDVHIRUWKHV\PEROLFVLJQLILFDQFHRIGRPHVWLFGHVFULSWLRQLQ$XVWHQ¶V
noveOVSURSRVLQJWKDWKHUFRPPLWPHQWWRSUHVHUYLQJµLQKHULWHGFXOWXUH¶LVUHSUHVHQWHGLQKHU
treatment of the country house. In the manner of Edmund Burke, Duckworth asserted, Austen 
H[SUHVVHGDµGLVOLNHRIUDGLFDOFKDQJH>«@LQWHUPVRILQMXULHVGRQHWRDQHVWDWHRUKRXVH¶15 
'XFNZRUWK¶VZRUNWKXVEXLOGVXSRQWKHORQJ-VWDQGLQJDVVXPSWLRQWKDW$XVWHQ¶VGHSLFWLRQRI
the home is at the heart of her conservatism. 
7KLVFKDSWHUUHYLVLWVDQGUHDVVHVVHV'XFNZRUWK¶VDQDO\VLVRIWKHKRXVH-as-metaphor in 
$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQILQGLQJLQVWHDGWKDW$XVWHQ¶VGRPHVWLFGHWDLOLVLQIDFWWKHNH\WR
uncovering her subversion of the domestic ideal. Like Armstrong I argue that rather than 
µpre-H[LVWLQJVWUXFWXUHVRIPRUDOLW\DQGUHOLJLRQ¶WKHIDEULFRIWKHKRXVHKROGLVV\PEROLFRI
contemporary domestic ideology. In viewing the estate as an emblem of tradition Duckworth 
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reads its detail too much at face value. For Duckworth estates µIXQFWLRQ>«@DV indexes to the 
character and social responsibility of their [most often male] owners¶. Making this argument, 
KHFLWHVWKHIDPRXVH[DPSOHRI3HPEHUOH\ZKLFKLQH[KLELWLQJ'DUF\¶VµH[FHOOHQWDHVWKHWLF
WDVWHGHQRWHVDQH[FHOOHQFHRIPRUDOFKDUDFWHU¶16 Reading the household as reflective of 
PHQ¶VSULYDWHDQGSXEOLFVHOYHVhis work largely ignores the often more complex 
relationships between women and domestic spaces. This chapter moves on from this critical 
WHQGHQF\WRWUHDW$XVWHQ¶VKRXVHKROGVLQSUHGRPLQDQWO\PDVFXOLQHWHUPV7RERUURZ.DUHQ
+DUYH\¶VGLVWLQFWLRQLQVWHDGRIORRNLQJDWGRPHVWLF structures in relation to the concept of 
µWKH>PDOH@KRXVH¶,ORRNDWµWKH>IHPDOH@KRPH¶17 ,QVWXG\LQJWKHILFWLRQ¶VKRXVHVDQG
HVWDWHVLQWKHLUJXLVHDVµWKHKRPH¶WKH\DUHUHYHDOHGDVDUHQDVIRUWKHUHLQIRUFHPHQWDQG
practice of domestic ideology. WheQYLHZHGLQWKLVOLJKW$XVWHQ¶VSRUWUD\DORIZRPHQ¶V
relationships with the spaces they inhabit must inevitably be a commentary on their 
relationship with this governing ideology. 
This chapter, then, acknowledges that there is domestic description in $XVWHQ¶V
fiction. Nonetheless, it contends that her overall tendency to silence domestic detail is not to 
be ignored. Rather, it demonstrates that this silence is a crucial part of her strategy in using 
the depiction of the fabric of the home to interrogate the domestic ideal. As with other 
apparent exclusions in the novels, Austen requires us to pay close attention to the moments 
when her silence around domestic description is interrupted. Moments such as when Austen 
GHVFULEHV)DQQ\¶V(DVWURRPRUWKHOD\out of Barton cottage is discussed, are jarring in their 
richness of detail. Using only isolated moments of domestic detail such as these, Austen loads 
                                                          
16
 Duckworth, pp. 57, 38, 124. 
17
 Karen Harvey, The Little Republic: Masculinity and Domestic Authority in Eighteenth-Century Britain (Oxford: Oxford 






her descriptions with symbolic weight. For Austen, I argue, the structure of the household 
functions primarily in a metaphorical role as part of her wider theorisation of domesticity. 
,QPDNLQJWKLVFDVHIRU$XVWHQ¶VV\PEROLFWUHDWPHQWRIKRXVHVDQGWKHLULQWHULRUVWKLV
chapter begins by placing her mode of description in literary context. Looking, in turn, at 
amatory fiction, Richardson as a forerunner in domestic fiction, and the Gothic tradition, I 
will demonstrate how Austen strategically departs from the various literary models of 
domestic description she had available to her. The next section will then explore the central 
idea that domestic ideology works to conflate female identity with the notion of home. 
Through examples of linguistic conflation of women and houses, such as the aforementioned 
moment with Willoughby, Austen seeks to shed light on this practice. Taking this concept a 
step further, Austen shows that women such as Fanny Price who most adhere to the domestic 
ideal seem almost physically to integrate with the house. Keeping to the theme of how 
courtship is played out through the language of property, I then turn to marriage and in 
SDUWLFXODUWKHWURSHRIZRPHQ¶VSUH-marital home-viewing. In doing so, I mark a clear 
GHSDUWXUHIURPFULWLFVVXFKDV'XFNZRUWKZKRKDYHYLHZHGWKHKHURHV¶KRXVHVDVV\PEROVRI
traditional masculine authority to which heroines must learn to conform. Given the culturally-
imposed centrality of domesticity to middle-class female identity in the period, this section 
asks, what does moving from the family home to become the mistress of a new household 
mean for women? Finally, I examine the female-only rooms or houses that appear in the 
ILFWLRQ$XVWHQ¶VGRPHVWLFGHWDLOUHYHDOVVXEWOHDFWVRIUHVLVWDQFHZKHUHE\ZRPHQZRUN
within or against the confines of home, and symbolically conservative ideology, to establish 







Domestic description in eighteenth-century fiction 
By the time Austen began writing, the novel had been long enough established for there to be 
an array of literary models (principally derived from amatory fiction and, later, the 
Richardsonian and Gothic novel) available to her to frame her construction of domestic 
space. In this section, I want to explore these options and the varying degrees to which 
Austen decided to depart from these models. As the appointeGµQRYHOLVWRIKRPH¶18 and 
FKURQLFOHURIWKHGRPHVWLFVSKHUH$XVWHQ¶VODFNRIDWWHQWLRQWRWKHGHWDLOVRIGRPHVWLF
interiors when compared with that of her forerunners and contemporaries may appear 
anathema to the mode she adopted. I will suggest, however, WKDWWKHSXUSRVHRI$XVWHQ¶V
minimalism and reason for her rejection of available descriptive modes lies in recognising her 
political intentions in depicting home life. For Austen, establishing her desired stance in 
relation to the home relied not only upon disassociating herself from how domestic 
description was used by these other authors or genres, but also avoiding altogether an 
emphasis on the typically feminine concern of the materiality of the domestic interior.19  
Critics commonly claim that amatory fiction was produced before a model for 
describing settings had been fully developed in the form of the mid-late eighteenth-century 
novel.20 <HWHYHQDWWKLVHDUO\PRPHQWLQWKHKLVWRU\RIWKHQRYHOFKDUDFWHUV¶HQYLURQPHQWV
are more fully realised than iQ$XVWHQ¶VZRUNV7KLVLVSDUWLFXODUO\WUXHZKHQLWFRPHVWR
portraying gardens and outside spaces. In this period, Janine Barchas has shown, gardens and 
landscapes bore strong associations with sexuality and the female body.21 Description in 
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amatory fiction seems to uphold this close connection, often portraying the outdoors as 
FRPSOLFLWLQIDFLOLWDWLQJZRPHQ¶VVH[XDOH[SUHVVLRQ. Eliza Haywood has been signalled by 
:DOODVSDUWLFXODUO\VLJQLILFDQWLQHVWDEOLVKLQJµDIORRUSODQIRUHDUO\HLJKWHHQWK-century uses 
RIILFWLRQDOVSDFH¶22 In Love in Excess VKHGHVFULEHV0HOOLRUDDQG'¶(OPRQWµSDVVLQJ
WKUR¶DZDONZLWKWUHHVRQHDFKVLGH>Z@KRVHLQWHUPLQJOLQJERXJKVPDGHDIULHQGO\GDUNQHVV
DQGHYHU\WKLQJXQGLVWLQJXLVKDEOH¶SHUPLWWLQJWKHLUµEXUQLQJNLVVHV¶%HLQJLQWKHRSHQLV
suggestive of freedom from restraint yet at the same time these spaces also offer convenient 
temporary privacy. This treatment of space is not limited to the outdoors. Love in Excess 
VKRZV'¶(OPRQWPHWLFXORXVO\SODQQLQJDQHQFRXQWer with Melliora, noting that in her 
µFKDPEHUWKHUHZDVDOLWWOHGRRUWKDWRSHQHGWRDEDFNSDLURIVWDLUV>«@DQGDWWKHERWWRPRI
WKDWGHVFHQWDJDWHLQWRWKHJDUGHQ¶23 :KLOHLQ5LFKDUGVRQ¶VQRYHOVWKLVNLQGRILQWHULRU
detail would foreshadow female imprisonment, for Haywood this description relates the 
precision and coordination required to pursue clandestine sexual activity. As Kathleen Lubey 
PDLQWDLQVWKHULFKQHVVRI+D\ZRRG¶VGHWDLOXVHGDOORZVUHDGHUVWRµLPPHUV>H@WKHPVHOYHV
most fully in the eroWLFDGYHQWXUHVRIKHUFKDUDFWHUV¶24 Description, on the one hand, reveals 
KRZVHWWLQJVDUHHPSOR\HGE\+D\ZRRGWRIDFLOLWDWHFKDUDFWHUV¶VH[XDOHQFRXQWHUV2QWKH
other, in their detail these descriptions also evoke the physicality of these episodes for 
reDGHUV*LYHQWKDWDV,DUJXHLQ&KDSWHU$XVWHQ¶VLQWHQWLRQLVWRFRQYH\ZRPHQ¶VPHQWDO
detachment from the body and sexuality, it would make little sense for her to have pursued 
this model.  
Viewed alongside amatory fiction, Richardson seems to represent the opposite path 
down which Austen could have travelled in terms of description. His work is commonly 
                                                          
SURSRVHGLGHDRIUHPRYLQJWKHWUHHVIURPWKH'DVKZRRGV¶LQLWLDOUHVLGHQFHDW1RUODQG3DUNVKHFRQWHQGVPLJKWHYHQEH
UHDGILJXUDWLYHO\DVµDQDVVDXOWXSRQWKHIHPDOHERG\¶-DQLQH%DUFKDVMatters of Fact in Jane Austen: History, Location, 
and Celebrity (Maryland: The John Hopkins University Press, 2012), pp. 181, 199. 
22
 Wall, p. 129. 
23
 Eliza Haywood, Love in Excess; or, the Fatal Inquiry (1720) (Letchworth: Broadview Press, 2000), pp. 122, 144.  
24





credited with advancing a sea change in the history of domestic description: not only does he 
include more material detail of settings than his predecessors, but he also imbues these 
settings with greater symbolic meaning.25 In Pamela (1740) and Clarissa (1748), the 
environments Richardson depicts are associated with male power, predatory surveillance and 
ZRPHQ¶VVH[XDOHQGDQJHUPHQW(PSKDVLVLQJIHPDOHSowerlessness, his heroines are of low 
or uncertain social status and are imprisoned partly owing to this class vulnerability. 
&RQYHUVHO\+D\ZRRG¶VZRPHQDUHRIWHQXSSHU-class characters with a correspondingly 
greater command of space and freedom of movement.26 Despite these more overt contrasts, 
Richardson similarly draws on the association between female bodies, sexuality and gardens 
XVHGLQDPDWRU\ILFWLRQWKURXJKIUHTXHQWGHSLFWLRQRIVFHQHVLQYROYLQJµUHPRYHGJDUGHQ
EXLOGLQJ>V@¶27 These function, however, as further instances of the enclosed spaces with 
which Richardson was fixated. Their situation outdoors serves only to foreshadow the sexual 
nature of events as well as create a sense of female isolation and danger. 
,QGHPRQVWUDWLQJ0U%¶VWHUURULVDWLRn of Pamela through his command of domestic 
VSDFH5LFKDUGVRQ¶VZRUNRIIHUVLQRQHVHQVHDFRPPHQWDU\RQWKHJHQGHUHGSROLWLFVRI
space.28 Furthermore, it examines the psychological significance of individual spaces. So 
critical to the novel are the rooms frequented by Pamela that her progress can be traced 
through her changing relationship with them. Upon returning to the Bedfordshire estate after 
marrying Mr B., Pamela greets not only its occupants, but its rooms; she tells Mrs Jervis that 
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 This greater liberty is shown in the manipulation and YR\HXULVPFRQGXFWHGE\WKHKHURLQHRI+D\ZRRG¶VFantomina 
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she wishes to µEHKROGWKHGHDU$SDUWPHQWVZKLFK,KDYHVHHQEHIRUHZLWKVXFKGLIIHUHQW
(PRWLRQVWRZKDW,VKDOOQRZGR¶29 Both the politics and psychological import of space are 
VXEMHFWVGHYHORSHGXSRQE\$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQ%XWDVZLWKDPDWRU\ILFWLRQ5LFKDUGVRQ¶V
manner of portraying domestic detail was overall one from which she departed. Unlike 
Frances Burney, who adapts much of how Richardson characterises interior space to outdoor 
locations,30 Austen is not interested to the same extent in the trauma of sexualised 
surveillance. In portraying rooms and spaces of psychological importance, Austen avoids 
using spaces such as the bedroom and closet featured particularly in Pamela. Culturally, these 
rooms are loaded with meaning both in their everyday social significance as spaces of female 
SULYDF\DQGWKURXJK5LFKDUGVRQ¶VXVHRIWKHPWRVKRZWKHH[WHQWRIWKHKDUDVVPHQWWRZKLFK
his heroine subjected. In order to convey the unique symbolic significance of the rooms she 
features prominently, Austen needed to detach from these associations. 
0RUHVRWKDQ5LFKDUGVRQ¶VZRUN*RWKLFILFWLRQLVUHQRZQHGIRULWVH[FHVVRI
GHVFULSWLRQDQGLVRQWKHVXUIDFHDWOHDVWIXUWKHVWDZD\IURP$XVWHQ¶VRZQVW\OHRI
SRUWUD\LQJGRPHVWLFVSDFH:KLOH5LFKDUGVRQ¶VILFWLRQPDUNHGDQLQFUHDVHLQ the attention 
paid to interiors and the significance of this detail to character psychology, the Gothic novel 
can be said to have carried these developments even further. The Castle of Otranto (1764) 
widely perceived to be the first Gothic novel, is known for its use of an abundance of 
VXSHUQDWXUDOREMHFWVLQLWVSORW:DOOQRWHVWKDWLWµKDVRIWHQVHHPHGWRIDLQWXQGHUWKHZHLJKW
RI>«@LWVLPSODXVLEOHFROOHFWLRQRIWKLQJV¶:ULWLQJODWHULQWKHFHQWXU\$QQ5DGFOLIIHZDV
famed for her inclusion of long aQGIUHTXHQWODQGVFDSHGHVFULSWLRQVVRPXFKVRWKDWµ>VKH@
ZDVFRQVLGHUHGDSLRQHHULQWKHDUWRUH[FHVVRIGHVFULSWLRQ¶:KLOH5DGFOLIIHZDVDVPXFK
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not a background, not an ornament, but a self-referential system that begs for its own 
LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ¶31  
Austen interacts with the descriptive modes of Walpole and Radcliffe in Northanger 
Abbey (1818). The Gothic-inspired descriptions and the presence of mysterious objects in the 
titular estate shows her acute consciousness, in distinct contrast to works of this genre, of her 
own minimalism. When Catherine arrives at Northanger, the Abbey is mapped intricately: 
µ>U@HWXUQLQJWKURXJKWKHODUJHDQGORIW\KDOOWKH\DVFHQGHGDEURDGVWDLUFDVHRIVKLQLQJRDN







illusions of terror, there is a purposeful step back into the mode of minimalist description. 
7KLVVXGGHQGHFLGHGVKLIWUHLQIRUFHVWKHQRWLRQWKDW$XVWHQ¶VODFNRIGHVFription is just as 
PHDQLQJIXODV:DOOUHDGV5DGFOLIIH¶VH[FHVVWREH 
Whilst drawing on the Gothic in Northanger Abbey to highlight her departure from it, 
Austen is also seeking to demonstrate one crucial similarity with this genre. Setting aside the 
descriptive hallmarks of writers including Walpole and Radcliffe, a common theme emerges 
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when looking at Gothic works. Writers within this genre often build their plots on the theme 
of male ownership, or attempt to secure ownership, of property. Owing to this right to 
property, men are able to exercise control over domestic space, and consequently those that 
inhabit it. As with Richardson, domestic dwellings in Gothic fiction more often than not act 
as symbolic sites of patriarchal terror.33 ,Q5DGFOLIIH¶VThe Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) 
Emily, the orphaned heroine, experiences what appear to be supernatural occurrences whilst 
beLQJLPSULVRQHGLQDFDVWOHE\KHUDXQW¶VFUXHOKXVEDQG0RQWRQL34 In The Castle of 
Otranto, Isabella flees via a subterraneous passage between the castle and a connecting 
church. She is forced to choose between the unsatisfactory patriarchal institutions of the 
family represented by the castle, where she is preyed upon by Manfred, and the church 
wherein she must commit herself to religious service. In Northanger Abbey, a novel in which 
Austen openly assesses the status of the novel, Austen not only plays with the Gothic mode to 
examine its descriptive style, but also scrutinises its symbolic treatment of the household. 
Although in the end she rejects this model and its use of excess in description, this dismissal 
is not as outright as it may seem. While Gothic spaces literally manifest the horrors of 
H[WUHPHSDWULDUFKDOSRZHU$XVWHQ¶VVSDFHVDUHHPEOHPDWLFRIGRPHVWLFLGHRORJ\ZKLFKVKH
shows requires an altogether different descriptive strategy. The lack of overt terror employed 
by Austen demonstrates that the domestic ideology she confronts is a feminised, disguised 
form of patriarchal control. In invoking the Gothic, but having its tropes fall away to reveal a 
more true-to-life villain in General Tilney, Austen quietly suggests that we should keep the 
Gothic model, and its message, in mind when looking at domestic spaces. Domestic ideology, 
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her own methods show and as this chapter will demonstrate, is perhaps all the more insidious 
for its seeming innocuousness.  
As I have been arguing, in reining in her descriptions of domestic settings, Austen 
was knowingly going against a trend in fiction for heightened detail and set herself apart from 
existing paradigms for conveying domestic settings. For Wall, this abrupt change in direction 
LVEHFDXVHµ>E@\WKHWLPHof Austen (post- Richardson, post-Radcliffe), the author could 
DFWXDOO\IRFXVRQWKHERULQJDQGXOWUDRUGLQDU\RIWKHVRFLDOUDWKHUWKDQWKHPDWHULDOZRUOG¶
<HWWKHQRWLRQWKDW$XVWHQZDVVLPSO\ZULWLQJDWDPRPHQWWKDWZDVLQDVHQVHµSRVW-
GHVFULSWLRQ¶LV somewhat misleading. First, Austen shows within her letters that she was 
interested in everyday domestic detail to an extent belied by the novels.35 What is more, her 
treatment of the Gothic, and especially the 1790s author Radcliffe, occurs in a novel 
predominantly produced in the 1790s, Northanger Abbey. Austen is sidestepping, therefore, 
DZD\IURPZKDWZDVDFRQWHPSRUDU\H[DPSOHRIH[FHVVGHVFULSWLRQ$PDQGD9LFNHU\¶VZRUN
suggests that thorough description of the home would almost have been expected of Austen 
VLPSO\EHFDXVHVKHZDVDZRPDQ$FFRUGLQJWR9LFNHU\µDPLQXWHO\GHWDLOHGLQWHUHVWLQ
LQWHULRUVZDVVHHQDVDGLVWLQFWLYHO\IHPDOHWUDLW¶LQWKH*HRUJLDQHUD7KLVFKDUDFWHULVWLFLQ
writing was also seen as especially feminine.36 In establishing her own literary mode, Austen 
appears therefore to subvert what would have been expected of her by readers of the period. 
Ultimately, in being concerned with the politics of the home, Austen shows she has little 
concern for portraying its surface minutiae. WriWLQJRI/RYHODFHLQ5LFKDUGVRQ¶VClarissa, 
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/LSVHGJHPDNHVWKHFODLPWKDWµ>G@HVFULSWLRQ>«@LVRIFRXUVHSRZHU¶37 In refusing to dwell 
on detail however, Austen succeeds in reducing the importance of the materiality of the 
houses she discusses in order to amplify their symbolic role as the sites and representative 
spaces of domestic ideology. Silence and minimalism are, for Austen, her most powerful 
literary tactics. 
The conflation of women and the home  
:KLOH$XVWHQ¶VGHVFULSWLRQVDUHFKDUDFWHULVHGE\Dlack of detail, when properties are 
discussed within the fiction it is often to reveal societal attitudes towards women. I have 
already given an example with Hannah More of how close linguistic association between 
women and houses shows conservative attempts to conflate female identity with the home as 
part of promoting domestic ideology. But this conflation also has a wider historical 
foundation. Vickery has written on the important eighteenth-century analogy between the 




her decorations as an ensemble, observers moving seamlessly from silk dress, to sofa, to 
curtains in their descriptions¶.38 Women then were not only decorative by way of their 
performative accomplishments (as I contend in Chapter 1), but also through their clothing and 
appearance which formed part of the ornamental domestic scene. Karen Harvey, going 
DJDLQVWWKHFULWLFDOWHQGHQF\WRORRNDWZRPHQ¶VDVVRFLDWLRQZLWKWKHKRPHDUJXHV that the 
µKRXVHERG\DQDORJ\¶ 39 DV9LFNHU\WHUPVLWFDQVLPLODUO\EHDSSOLHGWRPHQµ-XVWDVZRPHQ
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were linked corporeally to particular things²WRILQHFKLQDDQGSHWLWHGHVNV¶VKHZULWHV
µVWXUG\WDEOHVDQGFKDLUVZHUHH[HPSODU\PDVFXOLQHREMHFWVV\QHFGRFKHVIRUPHQ¶VERGLHV¶
More than just having a symbolic relation to the body, the house also holds significance, 
Harvey asserts, in establishing male identity and reputation.40 She concedes, nevertheless, 
that although the home was an important psycholRJLFDOVSDFHIRUPHQµ>W@KHDOLJQPHQWRIWKH
space of the domestic interior and the space of the mind or self in the eighteenth century was 
>«@RISDUWLFXODUUHOHYDQFHWRZRPHQ¶41 
In this section I will demonstrate how Austen interprets this historically-entrenched 
and multi-layered association between the household and female identity. Developing her 
own paradigms of the conflation between women and the house, Austen exposes the narrow 
confines into which such contemporary associations readily force female identity. Looking at 
moments from Sense and Sensibility, Mansfield Park (1814) and Pride and Prejudice (1813), 
,ILUVWRIDOOH[DPLQHWKHUHFXUULQJWHQGHQF\LQ$XVWHQ¶VZRUNRIODQJXDJHUHODWLQJWRKRXVHV
being used in place of openly discussing female characters. These examples reveal the extent 
to which women are automatically considered to be almost interchangeable with the home, 
DQGDOVRKRZFKDUDFWHUVVHHNWRLQJUDLQWKLVFRQQHFWLRQIXUWKHU5HWXUQLQJWR9LFNHU\¶VQRWLRQ
of women seeming to form part of the interior decoration of the home, I want to explore the 
extent to which Austen also allows that women are physically, as well as linguistically, 
PHUJHGZLWKWKHKRXVH,OOXVWUDWLQJ$XVWHQ¶VFHQWUDOFULWLTXHZLWKVWDUNFODULW\WKHZRPHQ
who most adhere to middle-class domestic ideology appear quite literally to form part of the 
household fabric.  
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about the homes or prospective homes of the object of their admiration. In Sense and 
SensibilityPHQIUHTXHQWO\FRPPHQWRQWKH'DVKZRRGV¶FRWWDJHZKLFKWKHIDPLO\DUHVHHQWR





that the Dashwoods have essentially found their counterpart in property at Barton, the novel 
sets the stage for an easy interchangeability between the desirable Dashwood sisters and the 
cottage. As part of his outpouring of appreciation for the Dashwood home, Willoughby adds 
that he had previously 
µ>«@QHYHUSDVVHGwithin view of it without admiring its situation, and grieving that no 
one should live in it. How little did I then think that the very first news I should hear from 
Mrs. Smith, when I next came into the country, would be that Barton cottage was taken: 
and I felt an immediate satisfaction and interest in the event, which nothing but a kind of 
prescience of what happiness I should experience from it, can account for. Must it not 
KDYHEHHQVR0DULDQQH"¶VSHDNLQJWRKHULQDORZHUHGYRLFHS 
While for Sir John, occupation of the cottage means he has finally found suitable tenants, for 
Willoughby this event means his ideal woman has arrived. His hushed speech here, and use 
RIZRUGVVXFKDVµDGPLULQJ¶DQGµLPPHGLDWHVDWLVIDFWLRQ¶DPRXQWVWRDKLJKO\VXJJHstive and 
thinly-veiled commentary on his desire for Marianne. Through conflation of women and 










reservedness of his manner towards her contradicted one moment what a more animated look 
KDGLQWLPDWHGWKHSUHFHGLQJRQH¶S,QDGLVJXLVHGH[SODQDWLRQRIKis inconsistency in 
EHKDYLRXU(GZDUGWHOOV0DULDQQHWKDWµ>L@WLVDEHDXWLIXOFRXQWU\>«@EXW>«@DPRQJWKH
UHVWRIWKHREMHFWVEHIRUHPH,VHHDYHU\GLUW\ODQH¶SS-88). His potential relationship 
ZLWK(OLQRULVµPXGGLHG¶KHFRYHUWO\FRQIHVVHVRwing to his betrothal to Lucy and he cannot 
see any clear domestic prospects for them. In spite of these obstacles, he ends his visit in a 
VWDWHRIKHLJKWHQHGDIIHFWLRQµKHJUHZPRUHDQGPRUHSDUWLDOWRWKHKRXVHDQGHQYLURQV²
never spoke of going away witKRXWDVLJK¶S)RUDFRQIHVVHGO\LQHORTXHQWFKDUDFWHU
such as Edward in particular, the language of domesticity is more effective than direct 
language expressing love or desire. Working within an analogy of the home provides him 
with a vocabulary with which to express thoughts it would be inappropriate openly to speak. 
For Edward, this language is also suggestive of the problems of property he would face in 
choosing Elinor for a wife. Yet most significantly, the language of domesticity, used in place 
of the language of desire, communicates the true nature of courtship in bringing women 
closer towards the fulfilment of a crucial goal of domestic ideology through marriage. 
Alongside this general discussion of its merits, the eighteenth-century discourse of 
µLPSURYHPHQW¶LVDOVRLQYRNHGE\FKDUDFWHUVUHJDUGLQJ%DUWRQFRWWDJH)HDWXULQJSURPLQHQWO\
in the fiction, the notion of improvement, in its apparent applicableness to either women or 
the home, provides an efficient means through which the conflation of the two can be 
H[SORUHG$VSDUWRIKLVPDVNHGSURIHVVLRQVRIGHVLUHIRU0DULDQQH:LOORXJKE\µexclaim[s] 
² µ,PSURYHWKLVGHDUFRWWDJH1RThat ,ZLOOQHYHUFRQVHQWWR>«@>7@KLVKRXVH\RXZRXOG
spoil, Mrs. Dashwood? You would rob it of its simplicity E\LPDJLQDU\LPSURYHPHQW¶ (pp. 
73-7RH[SUHVVKLVZLVKIRU0DULDQQH¶V± presumably marriage ± status to remain 





the most attention from Austen in Mansfield Park. 7KHµLPSURYHPHQW¶RIHVWDWHVDQGWKHLU
grounds is relentlessly conversed about in the novel, with its most fashionable male character, 
Henry Crawford, being portrayed as the expert in these discussions. As Marcus Wood has 
drawn attention to, the language of improvement is used to an almost peculiar extent with 
regards to Fanny and her progression in the novel.42 )RU)DQQ\µLPSURYHPHQW¶SHUWDLQVWRKHU
sexual maturity and therefore readiness for marriage. Observing her new marriageability, her 
uncle is excitHGWRILQGWKDWKHUµFRPSOH[LRQLVVRLPSURYHG²and [she] ha[s] gained so 
much countenance!²DQG>KHU@ILJXUH>«@¶43 The language of the home is in this sense 
appropriate as Fanny, following her improvement, will be able to fulfil the ends of the 
domestic ideal for which she has been trained. 
Much has been made of Fanny in relation to this subject, but Maria Bertram presents 




He had been visiting a friend in the neighbouring county, and that friend having 
recently had his grounds laid out by an improver, Mr. Rushworth was returned with 
his head full of the subject, and very eager to be improving his own place in the same 
ZD\DQGWKRXJKQRWVD\LQJPXFKWRWKHSXUSRVHFRXOGWDONRIQRWKLQJHOVH>«@0LVV
%HUWUDP¶VDWWHQWLRQDQGRSLQLRQZDVHYLGHQWO\KLVFKLHIDLP>«@S 
This conversation about improving the Sotherton estate, in being aimed at Maria, is evidently 
LQWHQGHGWRPDNHLWDQGE\H[WHQVLRQLWVRZQHUPRUHDSSHDOLQJWRKHU<HW0UV*UDQW¶VODWHU
words present Mr RusKZRUWK¶VHQWKXVLDVPIRULPSURYHPHQWLQDGLIIHUHQWOLJKW 
µ,WZDQWVLPSURYHPHQW0D¶DPEH\RQGDQ\WKLQJ,QHYHUVDZDSODFHWKDWZDQWHGVR
much improvement in my life; and it is so forlorn that I do not know what can be done 
ZLWKLW¶ 
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1RUULVZLWKDVPLOHµEXWGHSHQGXSRQLW6RWKHUWRQZLOOKDYHevery improvement in 
WLPHZKLFKKLVKHDUWFDQGHVLUH¶S 
What will truly improve Sotherton, Mrs Grant intimates, is the presence of Maria following 
KHUOLNHO\PDUULDJHWR0U5XVKZRUWK7HDPLQJKHUXVHRIWKHWHUPµLPSURYHPHQW¶ZLWKD
VXJJHVWLRQRI5XVKZRUWK¶VURPDQWLFGHVLUHIRUWKLVLPSURYHPHQW0UV*UDQWFROODSVHVIXOO\
the distinction between Maria and renovations that could be made to the estate. In 
figuratively absorbing Maria into the walls of Sotherton in this way, Mrs Grant adds 
substance to her fears expressed (and later acted on) in the novel of feeling trapped or being 
enclosed.44 If the house is the ultimate status symbol for men and, for Mr Rushworth, a 
unique selling point to compensate for his awkward social demeanour, Maria is to be its chief 
domestic adornment.  
Yet it is not just through the attempts at seduction of male characters that women are 
conflated with the home through language in the fiction. Like Mr Rushworth, and as 
Willoughby is in line to be, the widowed Lady Catherine in Pride and Prejudice is the owner 
of a grand estate. Speaking from this unusual position of female authority, she draws a subtle 
parallel between Elizabeth and her home. The size and quality of homes are of course easy 
indicators of social rank and so for Lady Catherine, for whom class is paramount, the home 
serves as an apt symbolic representation of the individual. Discussing Elizabeth under the 
guise of commenting on Longbourn, Lady Catherine achieves the double feat of underscoring 
WKHKHURLQH¶VDVVRFLDWLRQZLWKKHUIDPLO\HVWDWHDQGRIKDYLQJDPHDQVWKURXJKZKLFKWR
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your lawn. I should be glad to take a turn in it, if you will favour me with your 
FRPSDQ\¶>«@ 
Elizabeth obeyed, and running into her own room for her parasol, attended her noble 
guest down stairs. As they passed through the hall, Lady Catherine opened the doors 
into the dining-parlour and drawing-room, and pronouncing them, after a short 
survey, to be decent looking rooms, walked on.45 
Aesthetically, Lady Catherine suggests, there are some pleasing aspects to the estate: the 
URRPVVKHVHHVDUHµGHFHQWORRNLQJ¶DQGDWOHDVWSDUWRILWVJURXQGVDUHµSUHWW\LVK¶7KLV
language echoes descriptive terms commonly used in the reserved flattery of Elizabeth, 
widely agreed to be the second most attractive Bennet sister.46 In fact, Lady Catherine 
appears at first quite admiring of Elizabeth, even trying to persuade her to extend her stay at 
Hunsford so that she might see more of her. Looking at her description of Longbourn we see 
that it is the structural aspects of the estate to which she objects; the park is on the whole 
µYHU\VPDOO¶ZLWKLWVHQWLUHOD\RXWFDXVLQJWKHVLWWLQJURRPWRDIIRUGDQXQIRUWXQDWHSURVSHFW
In insulting its size and situation, Lady Catherine highlights her particular exception to 
fundamental and unchangeable aspects of the estate. Though Elizabeth might be pleasing in 
some ways, like her home she is, it is being asserted, inescapably impeded by a lack of wealth 
and the advantages of social rank. Just as she cannot change her class origins, the Bennets 
would lack the means substantially to heighten the grandeur of Longbourn.  
In drawing her into direct comparison with her home in this way, Lady Catherine 
effectively prefaces her argument against Elizabeth marrying Darcy with evidence that she is 
DOZD\VJRLQJWREHDµ/RQJERXUQ¶DQGQHYHUDµ3HPEHUOH\¶,WLVWKLVOLQHRIDUJXPHQWUDWKHU
than the case actually made by Lady Catherine to which Elizabeth takes exception in their 
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(p. 337) line of argument pursued by her visitor. Drawing upon her own broader and more 
complex view of human relationships, she rejects the parameters within which Lady 
Catherine views the world. When she does argue back within the lines of debate being set out 





Keeping to the logic Lady Catherine attempts to put forward, Elizabeth intentionally ignores 
the more discrete elements of class difference she has tried to draw out through the attention 
VKHKDVSDLGWR/RQJERXUQDV\PERORIWKH%HQQHWV¶µVSKHUH¶(OL]DEHWKILQDOO\SXWVDQHQGWR
the conversation when Lady &DWKHULQHVD\Vµµ>«@+HDYHQDQGHDUWK²of what are you 
thinking? Are the shades of Pemberley to be thus polluted?" (p. 338). Here, Lady Catherine 
comes closest to open conflation of Elizabeth and the home. While her character and 
situation, Lady Catherine suggests, allow for a perfect analogy between Elizabeth and 
Longbourn, to try and draw Elizabeth and Pemberley together can only result in a perverse 
pollution of the latter. By choosing to halt the conversation this point, Elizabeth becomes the 
one character to protest the conflation of woman and the home. In doing so, on one level she 
LVUHIXVLQJWREHSODFHGLQWKHUHVWULFWLYHFODVVFDWHJRU\RIRQO\HYHUEHLQJDµ/RQJERXUQ¶2Q
another, this forms part of a broader resistance to being identified in relation to the home and 





The sense Lady Catherine creates of an almost physical incompatibility between 
Elizabeth and the Pemberley estate echoes a technique used more widely by Austen in the 
novels. In contrast, Austen seems to show how female characters that fully comply with 
domestic ideology, and the order of their households, seem to integrate physically with the 
house. For these women, the house is the symbolic mould into which they quite literally fit. 
Northanger Abbey SURYLGHVSHUKDSVWKHFOHDUHVWH[DPSOHRI$XVWHQ¶VGHSOR\PHQWRIWKLV
idea. In the novel, we learn little about Mrs Tilney, but what we do learn portrays her in a 
OLJKWFORVHWRSHUIHFWLRQ+HUµYHU\OLNH¶SSRUWUDLWSUHVHQWVDQ image of DµORYHO\
ZRPDQZLWKDPLOGDQGSHQVLYHFRXQWHQDQFH¶S$FFRUGLQJWRKHUVRQ+HQU\µ>W@KH
ZRUOG>«@QHYHUVDZDEHWWHUZRPDQ¶DQGKHUPRVWRXWVWDQGLQJDWWULEXWHVZHUHKHUµYLUWXH¶
DQGµGRPHVWLFXQSUHWHQGLQJPHULWV¶S*LYHQWKHunassuming character of Mrs Tilney, 
+HQU\LVVXUSULVHGE\&DWKHULQH¶VLQWHUHVWLQKHU+HUIDVFLQDWLRQWDNHVWKHIRUPRIKHUEHLQJ
convinced that Mrs Tilney is still alive and has been imprisoned within the Abbey: 
>«@WKHSUREDELOLW\WKDW0UV7LOQH\\HWOived, shut up for causes unknown, and 
receiving from the pitiless hands of her husband a nightly supply of coarse food, was 




have, in part, led Catherine to fabricate a narrative in which she has become trapped, literally, 
within the fabric of the house. Given the praise she receives and the assertion by Henry that 
there was little more to her than virtue and modesty, in searching for Mrs Tilney Catherine in 
effect looks for a lost emblem of the feminine ideal. So exemplary a domestic woman was 
she that she has seemingly been absorbed within the physical structure of the home. Rather 
than conveying her in person, the ideal woman Austen suggests is best described 





In Emma (1815) Frank Churchill seems both to shed light on and add further 
FRPSOH[LW\WRWKLVILJXUDWLYHLGHDLQWURGXFHGLQ$XVWHQ¶VHDUOLHUQRYHO6SHDNLQJRIPDUULDJH
FKRLFHVKHVD\Vµ,WLVRQO\E\VHHLQJZRPHQLQWKHLURZQKRPHV>«@WKDW\RXFDQIRUPDQ\
just judgment. Short of that, it is all guess and luck²and will generally be ill-OXFN¶. )UDQN¶V
words here are suggestive of the house being materially important in determining and 
unveiling female identity. Not only are houses reliant upon women for their upkeep, but 
women, it appears, are also dependent upon their homes. Women must be physically present 
in their houses in order to be understood fully and have any hope of finding a suitable 
marriage partner. Frank implies a form of symbiotic relationship in which a woman 
FRPSOHWHVWKHKRPHDQGWKHKRPHLQWXUQFRPSOHWHVKHU$XVWHQ¶VSUREOHPZLWKWKLVFRQFHSW
is, in this instance, immediately signalled through the example of Jane Fairfax, to whom 
Frank is secretly engaged. Neither truly belonging to the Campbell family, nor seeming to 
FRQVLGHUWKH%DWHV¶UHVLGHQFHDVKRPH-DQHDORQJZLWK+DUULHWLVRQHRI$XVWHQ¶V
GLVSRVVHVVHGFKDUDFWHUV$FFRUGLQJWR)UDQN¶VDVVHUWLRQWKHXQNQRZDELOLW\RI-DQH)DLUID[
makes sense. However on hearing him make the above claim, Jane offers a rare interjection: 
µ,ZDVRQO\JRLQJWRREVHUYHWKDWWKRXJKVXFKXQIRUWXQDWHFLUFXPVWDQFHVGR
sometimes occur both to men and women, I cannot imagine them to be very frequent. 
A hasty and imprudent attachment may arise²but there is generally time to recover 
IURPLWDIWHUZDUGV>«@LWFDQEHRQO\ZHDNLUUHVROXWHFKDUDFWHUV>«@ZKRZLOOVXIIHU
DQXQIRUWXQDWHDFTXDLQWDQFHWREHDQLQFRQYHQLHQFHDQRSSUHVVLRQIRUHYHU¶47 
+HUOLWHUDOPHDQLQJKHUHLVWKDWYHU\IHZDQGRQO\µZHDN¶SHRSOHPDUUy following a brief, 
LQVXEVWDQWLDODFTXDLQWDQFHZLWKVRPHRQH%XWZKDWVKHDOVRLQWLPDWHVLVWKDW)UDQN¶V
assertion about the home is wrong: marriages based on having only seen a woman outside of 
the home are not necessarily disastrous. Reluctant to speak in general, she is forced to dispel 
WKHQRWLRQWKDWVKHZLWKRXWDKRPHDQGKDYLQJEHFRPHDFTXDLQWHGZLWK)UDQNLQµD
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true self.  
 In contrast to Jane, this notion of a symbiotic relationship with the home is fulfilled 
to an exemplary degree by Mansfield Park¶V)DQQ\As she progresses on her journey 
WRZDUGVEHFRPLQJµWKHSHUIHFWPRGHORIDZRPDQ¶SXQGHU(GPXQG¶VDQGWKHQKHU
own guidance, Fanny comes to be figuratively embedded in the walls of Mansfield. Just as 
the estate seems in a very literal sense to need her ± VKHLVWKHµ>V@RPHWKLQJ>«@ZDQWLQJ
ZLWKLQ¶SWRXVH6LU7KRPDV¶VSKUDVH± she becomes incapable of leaving. When in 
Portsmouth YLVLWLQJKHUHVWUDQJHGIDPLO\VKHFDQµWKLQNRIQRWKLQJEXW0DQVILHOG¶S
Austen tells us. What should be an emotional reunion with her immediate family is 
characterised as a painful absence from the estate. Significantly she dwells not on individual 
LQKDELWDQWVLQKHUORQJLQJEXWRQµ0DQVILHOG¶LWVHOI+DYLQJLQLWLDOO\KDGGLIILFXOW\LQJURZLQJ
accustomed to the domestic interior of Mansfield, she now struggles to cope within the space 
of her family home at Portsmouth: [t]he smallness of the house, and thinness of the walls, 
EURXJKWHYHU\WKLQJVRFORVHWRKHUWKDW>«@VKHKDUGO\NQHZKRZWREHDULW¶S
Mentally, she makes herself back at Mansfield again as far as possible, even becoming closer 
to the reprehensible Crawford in light of his association with it. As much as Fanny is 
perceived to complete Mansfield Park then, the estate comes to symbolise the mould of the 
GRPHVWLFLGHDOLQWRZKLFKVKHKDVJURZQVKHKDVEHHQµIRUPHGIRUGRPHVWLFOLIH¶S
but specifically so at Mansfield Park. Showing her intimate attachment to the estate, at the 
FORVHRIWKHQRYHOKHUWKRXJKWVJRUHWXUQRQFHPRUHWRLWµWKHSDUVRQDJH>«@VRRQJUHZDV
dear to her heart, and as thoroughly perfect in her eyes, as every thing else within the view 







Homes and the marriage contract 
Through a variety of architectural metaphors and the metaphoric absorption of female 
characters into the walls of the household, Austen shows that the relationship between 
women and their homes is intimate and binding. As the implied fearfulness of Fanny at the 
end of Mansfield Park, and overt distress during her period of separation at Portsmouth, 
shows us, a vast amount is at stake personally when women make the decision to enter 
through marriage into a new household. In this section I argue that through the recurring 
trope of female characters viewing the homes of their prospective husbands, questions 
concerning female identity and its relationship to domestic space come under intense scrutiny 
by Austen. Illustrating the social importance such episodes of home-showing hold, Vickery 
FRQWHQGVWKDWLQJHQWHHOVRFLHW\µWKHVXFFHVVIXOYLHZLQJRIWKHKRXVH>«@EHF>D@PHDQ
LPSOLHGFRQWUDFWRIPDUULDJH¶48 If, as I have contended, courtship is channelled through 
estates via women being discussed through conversation about their homes, then these tours 
are the presumed final stage of romantic negotiations in which women are asked, or decide 
whether, to give up their family home to become mistress of another household. Given the 
close cultural association between the middle-class woman and the home, through these 
subtle negotiations enacted in tours women are asked not only to make a decision about their 
future living space, but about their future selves. Moving from being, as nearly all of 
$XVWHQ¶VKHURLQHVDUHRQHRIVHYHUDORIIVSULQJLQDKRXVHKROGXQGHUWKHLQIOXHQFHRISDUHQWV
to being the mistress of an estate may seem an empowering step.49 Here, I question just how 
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far episodes of home-showing are in fact about potential female freedom, and a chance for 
women to establish their identity outside of the family home. More often, the act of home-
VKRZLQJLVDVRPHZKDWPDQLSXODWLYHUHDVVHUWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VOLPLWHGGRPHVWLFUROHZLWK
individual rooms and the opportunity to decorate frequently being offered as a concession 
creating only the illusion of independence. The only women in the fiction to be truly 
µPLVWUHVV¶RUFORVHWREHLQJLQLQGHSHQGHQWFRQWURORIWKHLUKRXVHVDUHWKHIHZKRPH-owning 
widows in the fiction. Characters such as Lady Catherine doubtless possess greater power in 
UHODWLRQWRSURSHUW\WKDQ$XVWHQ¶VVRRQ-to-be-wed heroines, yet as I show later in the chapter 
this pales in comparison to that of their male home-owning counterparts.50 
My analysis of scenes oIKRPHYLHZLQJZLOOVKRZWKDWWKHUHLVIDUPRUHWRZRPHQ¶V




finally being unveiled to the heroine. 'XFNZRUWKREVHUYHVWKDWLQKHUµJUHDWUHFRJQLWLon 
VFHQH¶(OL]DEHWKFRPHVWRYDOXHµWKHPRQH\DQGWKHVWDWXVRI3HPEHUOH\¶+HDOVRGHVFULEHV
KRZµ(OL]DEHWK¶VMRXUQH\WKURXJKWKHSDUNIURPLWVERXQGDU\WRWKHKRXVHLVDVSDWLDO
recapitulation of her association with Darcy from her first prejudiced impressions of his 
H[WHUQDODSSHDUDQFH>«@WRDILQDODUULYDODWWKHFHQWUDOFRUHRIKLVFKDUDFWHU¶9LHZLQJ
property primarily in relation to male characters, Duckworth argues that in moving house 
female characters are finally confined to and constrained by the social values that these 
KRPHVDQGWKHLUPDOHRZQHUVUHSUHVHQW+HFRQWHQGVWKDWµ(OL]DEHWK¶VILQDOORFDWLRQZLWKLQ
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KHURLQH¶VUHFRJQLWLRQRIPRUDODQGVRFLDOOLPLWVZLWKLQZKLFKVKHPXVWOLYH¶.51 Lionel Trilling 
VLPLODUO\ZULWHVWKDWµ>Z@LWKZKDWWKHJUHDWKRXVHVUHSUHVHQWWKHKHURLQHVRIWKHQRYHOVDUHRU
EHFRPHFRPSOHWHO\LQDFFRUG¶52 $V'XFNZRUWKVXJJHVWVZRPHQ¶VHQFRXQWHUVZLWKWKHVH
estates do pertain to their self-definition and ability to integrate with the kind of domestic 
lifestyle represented by the household they are viewing. However, along with Trilling, 
Duckworth both exaggerates the ease with which women embrace this integration and 
underplays the significance of, and potential for personal crisis in, their decision to join a new 
KRXVHKROG$VZLWKRWKHUIHPDOHFKDUDFWHUVLQWKHQRYHOV,DUJXHWKDW(OL]DEHWK¶VVFHQHRI
home viewing is decidedly about the heroine. Her rumination upon what it migKWPHDQµWREH
PLVWUHVVRI3HPEHUOH\¶SLVQRWWKHJLGG\WHVWDPHQWWRZHDOWKDQGVWDWXV-driven 
motives that it has so often been perceived to be. Rather, it is indicative of a serious 
consideration of the boundaries ± both literal and figurative ± within which she might need to 
operate in her future life. 
7KRXJK(OL]DEHWK¶VYLHZLQJRI3HPEHUOH\PD\EHRQHRIPride and Prejudice¶VPRVW
well-known moments, the symbolic significance of a woman being seen to be, and seeing 
herself in, a potential marital home is established in parallel scenes much earlier in the novel. 
/LNHKLVUHODWLRQVKLSZLWK-DQH%HQQHWSURYHVWREH0U%LQJOH\¶s relationship to property at 
WKHVWDUWRIWKHQRYHOLVVRFLDOO\SUREOHPDWLF/HDYLQJKLVµVLVWHUV>«@YHU\DQ[LRXV¶S
and the local Hertfordshire community uncertain of his status, Bingley is said to have 
µLQKHULWHGSURSHUW\>«@IURPKLVIDWKHUZKR had intended to purchase an estate, but did not 
OLYHWRGRLW¶DQGDOVRORRNVOLNHO\VLPLODUO\µWROHDYHWKHQH[WJHQHUDWLRQWRSXUFKDVH¶S
Probed by Mrs Bennet, he affirms the probable impermanence and unpredictability of his 
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Mrs Bennet, wise to the rituals of courtship, forces a prolonged encounter between Jane and 
Bingley at Netherfield. It is her hope that, to paraphrase Frank Churchill, by seeing Jane in 
his home, to Bingley she will not only appear to advantage, but entirely compatible with his 
GRPHVWLFVLWXDWLRQ0UV%HQQHW¶VGHVLUHWRHPSKDVLVHKHUGDXJKWHU¶s belonging at Netherfield 
is shown through the near-FRQIODWLRQRI-DQHZLWK%LQJOH\¶VHVWDWHWKURXJKVSHHFK3URPRWLQJ
-DQHVKHVD\VµVKHKDVZLWKRXWH[FHSWLRQWKHVZHHWHVWWHPSHU,HYHUPHWZLWK,RIWHQWHOO




abortive. Becoming ill following her rain-soaked arrival at the estate, she is confined to a 
single room before Bingley can return; she is absent from her own visit, an absence only 
H[DJJHUDWHGE\(OL]DEHWK¶VHYHQWXDOFRQWUDVWLQJO\GLVUXSWLYHSUHVHQFH 
The unsuccessful nature of this visit only serves to highlight how pivotal home-
YLHZLQJLVLQWKHSURFHVVRIGHWHUPLQLQJDZRPDQ¶VIXWXUH1RWRQO\LVWKLVSDUWLFXODULQVWDQFe 
inauspiciously forced by Mrs Bennet and premature in terms of the relationship between Jane 
and Bingley, but it should also arguably never have occurred owing to the uncertainty as to 
ZKHWKHU1HWKHUILHOGZRXOGLQGHHGEH-DQH¶VIXWXUHKRPHLIVKHZHUHWRPDUU\%LQJOH\-DQH¶V
illness and removal of herself from the social spaces of the estate acts as a kind of boycott of 
her introduction to Netherfield. Revealing her strategy for marriage success, Mrs Bennet says 
WKDWµVKHKDGQRZLVKRI>-DQH@UHFRYHULQJimmediately as her restoration to health would 
SUREDEO\UHPRYHKHUIURP1HWKHUILHOG¶S7RHVFDSHWKHVLWXDWLRQDW1HWKHUILHOGLQWR





family home at Pemberley is stable and unchangeable; Elizabeth is, therefore, able to reach a 
new stage of certainty in her relationship with Darcy following a visit in which she is can to 
assess the kind of future she could have there. While Mrs Bennet might be content that 
Bingley has had the chance to see what it might be like to have Jane in his home and as part 
of his domestic circle, Jane has not had the opportunity properly to weigh her prospects. 
$OWKRXJKXOWLPDWHO\%LQJOH\DQG-DQH¶VPDUULDJHGRHVEHJLQOLIHDW1HWKHUILHOd, Austen 
ensures that the relationship must continue long term in a new and stable home at the end of 
WKHQRYHOZKHQµ7KHGDUOLQJZLVKRIKLVVLVWHUVZDVWKHQJUDWLILHGKHERXJKWDQHVWDWHLQD
QHLJKERXULQJFRXQW\WR'HUE\VKLUH¶S:KLOHWHPSRUDry accommodation might suit 
%LQJOH\WKHFHQWUDOLW\RIWKHKRPHWRZRPHQ¶VGDLO\OLYHVDVKLVVLVWHUV¶DQ[LHW\VXJJHVWV
means women require firmer foundations for living. 
Like this Pride and Prejudice HSLVRGH0DULDQQH¶VYLVLWWR$OOHQKDPLQSense and 
Sensibility stresses the seriousness with which society, and Austen, imbued the process of a 
woman being shown her potential home. Throughout the early stages of the novel, 
Willoughby seems to be building towards the introduction of Marianne into his home by 
courting her using, as I have shown, language infused with references to domestic space. 
Giving Marianne a tour of his intended home seems a natural progression: rather than just 
thinking about her in relation to domesticity, he goes a step further by wanting to see her 
physically in his soon-to-EHLQKHULWHGHVWDWH<HWZKHQYLHZHGLQOLJKWRI:LOORXJKE\¶V
eventual abandonment of Marianne, the domestic language he uses takes on an entirely 
different character. Instead of revealing that he is imagining her as a fixture of his home, in 
conflating Marianne often with Barton cottage, Willoughby in fact seeks to reinforce her ties 
to that household. By desiring the cottage so earnestly to remain as it is, he is figuratively 





property fit, owing to its humble proportions, only for single women.53 Much like 
:LOORXJKE\¶VVXJJHVWLYHODQJXDJHWKHYLVLWWR$OOHQKDPDPRXQWVWRDIDOVHSURPLVHDQGRQH
that occurs in circumstances teeming with impropriety. Duckworth has pointed out why the 
YLVLWLVVLPSO\LQDSSURSULDWHRQSROLWHQHVVJURXQGVµ)URPWKHSRLQWRIYLHZRIWKHSUHVHQW
owner, the unannounced visit of her heir and a young female companion can only indicate 
barely concealed imSDWLHQFHIRUKHUGHDWK¶54 Jill Heydt-Stevenson has also written of this 
HSLVRGHDQGWKHVXJJHVWLRQWKDW0DULDQQHKDVEHHQµUXLQHG¶GXULQJWKLVVHFUHWLYHYLVLWWRWKH
estate.55 %XWWKHPRVWLPPHGLDWHULVNWR0DULDQQH¶VUHSXWDWLRQGRHVQRWVXUIDFHLQUHODWLRQ to 
her virtue, as Elinor seems to fear.56 Despite its suspicious circumstances, such social weight 
does the home visit carry that it is taken by Marianne and her immediate circle to be a tacit 
confirmation of her engagement to Willoughby, one that proves to be disastrously 
unfounded.57 
Crucially, Willoughby ensures that Marianne views his estate in private and therefore 
that any implicit confirmation of an intention to marry goes unwitnessed. By contrast, as Mrs 
Bennet no doubt knows, Jane must be seen to be in Netherfield to be more likely to secure an 
engagement to Bingley. As the failure of this visit is widely perceived, there is no ensuing 
presumption of a confirmed match. In Mansfield Park, 0DULD%HUWUDP¶VLQFRPSDWLELOLW\ZLWK
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other companion WKDQ0U:LOORXJKE\¶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her soon-to-be husband Rushworth is palpable at every stage of the Sotherton tour conducted 
in front of their immediate circle. Yet even for the incompatible, a home-viewing when 
conducted publicly is understood an incontrovertible precursor to matrimony. Though not in 
public, MariDQQH¶VWRXULVIRUKHUFRQYLQFLQJO\WKRURXJKDQG:LOORXJKE\¶VGHFHSWLRQ
consequently all the more complete. She tells Elinor: 
 µ>«@7KHUHLVRQHUHPDUNDEO\SUHWW\VLWWLQJURRPXSVWDLUVRIDQLFHFRPIRUWDEOHVL]H
for constant use, and with modern furniture it would be delightful. It is a corner room, 
DQGKDVZLQGRZVRQWZRVLGHV>«@,GLGQRWVHHLWWRDGYDQWDJHIRUQRWKLQJFRXOGEH
more forlorn than the furniture ± but if it were newly fitted up ± ± a couple of hundred 
pounds, Willoughby says, would make it one of the pleasantest summer-rooms in 
(QJODQG¶SS-70). 
In choosing a favourite room and refurnishing it in her mind, Marianne has already begun to 
make some of the key decisions about the domestic interior that would go in to setting the 
foundations for married life. Willoughby has ensured that in allowing them to take place 
covertly these agreements are unsubstantiated; it is as though they did not happen. By 
showing her around Allenham, Willoughby enacts a private fantasy of a life with Marianne 
that he knows is unachievable. For Marianne to have behaved similarly and to have gone to 
Allenham without real investment in the occasion would be tantamount to having knowingly 
agreed to sexual impropriety. Choosing to believe in an unspoken engagement, for her 
:LOORXJKE\¶VDEDQGRQPHQWUHVXOWVLQQRWRQO\VRFLDOKXPLOLDWLRQEXWWKHHUDVXUHRIDQHQWLUH
vision of a future life at Allenham.  
The potential for the use of home-viewing as a tool for female manipulation is, 
nevertheless, most clearly showcased in Northanger Abbey. For General Tilney, showing 
Catherine Northanger Abbey is compensation for what he believes will be the disappointing 
H[SHULHQFHRIVHHLQJ+HQU\¶VPRUHPRGHVWKRXVHDW:RRGVWRQ%\VKRZLQJWKHHVWDWHWR






shape her experience of the building. When Eleanor is about to lead Catherine towards Mrs 
7LOQH\¶VURRPKHµFDOO>V@KHUKDVWLO\DQG>«@DQJULO\EDFN¶S+LVWRXUWDNHVKHU
LQVWHDGWRµWKHDQFLHQWNLWFKHQRIWKHFRQYHQW¶SGHVLULQJKHUWRREVHUYHWKHµGRPHVWLF
DUUDQJHPHQWV¶SWKDWZRXOGIDOOZLWKLQDPLVWUHVV¶GRPDLQ*HQHUDO7LOQH\ in showing 
her the spaces and people that would come under female management, seeks to give 
Catherine a sense of the power she might have in the household. Essentially, throughout the 
Northanger tour we see a conflict between Catherine seeking Mrs Tilney, or the reality of 
what it would mean to be mistress of the estate, and the General trying to control her 
interpretation of what life for a woman in the Tilney family might be like. In portraying this 
conflict, Austen dramatises more overtly than in her other works the issues of female identity 
that lie under the surface of home-viewings.  
 At Woodston however Catherine is offered a real opportunity to weigh the suitability 
of a potential setting for her future life. As Pemberley represents Darcy, and Northanger 
Abbey for Catherine embodies the patriarchal evils of General Tilney, the idyllic abode at 
Woodston is emblematic of the more pleasant Henry.58 1RQHWKHOHVVDVLQ$XVWHQ¶VRWKHU
novels, the tour of this house proves to be more reliable and revealing in what it says about 
the heroine. At Northanger Catherine learns she would need to be a Mrs Tilney in the model 
of the former possessor of that name, fitting into the role of the feminine ideal General Tilney 
tries to place her in; but at Woodston there is the suggestion that she can be herself. The 
heroine has an easy affinity with his home, not needing to be forced in her admiration for it as 
VKHGRHVZLWK1RUWKDQJHUµVKHH[SUHVVHGKHUDGPLUDWLRQ>«@ZLWKDOOWKHKRQHVWVLPSOLFLW\
ZLWKZKLFKVKHIHOWLW¶ Like Marianne with Allenham, she reveals her imaginative integration 
ZLWKOLIHDW:RRGVWRQWKURXJKFKRRVLQJDIDYRXULWHURRPH[FODLPLQJDWRQHSRLQWµ2K:K\
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with the Abbey, this tour proves to be a fundamentally problematic episode. Catherine is 




experience is positive, with the tour not featuring a dialogue between the intended couple its 
QHJRWLDWLRQVSURYHWREHKROORZ7KHLGHDRIPDUULDJHVXUIDFHVLQ&DWKHULQH¶VPLQGDVVKH
departs Woodston, showing the symbolic weight of situation has been impressed upon her, 
but she, and an engagement, are left unsettled.59 
While scenes of home-YLHZLQJDUHFULWLFDODQGDOPRVWRFFXUE\UXOHLQ$XVWHQ¶V
works, there are nevertheless exceptions. Looking at the later novels, Melissa Sodeman has 
FRQWHQGHGWKDW$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQDVDZKROHSUHVHQWVDPRYHDZD\IURPDQLQWHUHVWLQIL[HG
tangiblHKRPHVWRZDUGVDIRUPRIµGRPHVWLFPRELOLW\¶LQZKLFKWKHµHPRWLRQDOJUDWLILFDWLRQ¶
associated with belonging to a home is found in the wider community. As Sodeman indicates, 
Emma and Persuasion (1818) LQSDUWLFXODUGRQRWGHSLFWZRPHQ¶VUHODWLRQVKLSVZLWh their 
potential marital homes in the same ways as in the earlier works. Emma, as Sodeman argues, 
µUHYLVH>V@WKHPRGHORIKRXVHKXQWLQJHVWDEOLVKHGLQ$XVWHQ¶VHDUOLHUQRYHOV¶60 yet the space 
of home remains important. Although Emma does visit the home of her future husband in the 
novel (and has done so many times) she retains a degree of detachment from the property 
during these visits, undergoing none of the rituals, such as choosing a favourite room or 
imagining redecorating, that other women carry out. She observes it at a distance, noting its 
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DQGYDJXHO\WKDWLWKDVµRQHRUWZRKDQGVRPHURRPV¶SRefusing to acknowledge 
her own romantic life at this point, she cannot see Donwell Abbey as a potential residence. 
Throughout Emma the estate of Hartfield and Donwell are described as two polar institutions 
of Highbury, spearheaded by Emma and Mr Knightley. Indeed, the estates are almost 
bywords for the pair with Emma, fearing Mr Knightley is to marry Harriet, hoping that 
µ'RQZHOODQG+DUWILHOGORVHQRQHRIWKHLUSUHFLRXVLQWHUFRXUVHRIIULHQGVKLSDQGFRQILGHQFH¶
(p. 390). Emma, though remaining tied to her father, in staying at Hartfield at the end does 
not have to undergo any of the negotiations that would come with integration into Donwell 
Abbey. Already the established mistress of a household, Emma does not have to integrate 
with a new domestic space and all that it symbolises. 
Going further than in Emma$XVWHQ¶VQH[WQRYHOPersuasion seems almost altogether 
WRQHJOHFWWKHSURFHVVRIDKHURLQH¶VKRPH-viewing, so much so that we do not learn anything 
about the house finally lived in by the reunited Anne and Wentworth. But with Austen having 
established repeatedly the significance of home-viewing for women in her other works, a lack 
of known household for Anne can only be a point of concern. While the novel does feature a 
tour of a home, it is uncomfortably for Anne one of Uppercross. Unwillingly subjected to 
viewing her childhood home adapted to the tastes of its new residents, the Crofts, this episode 
in the novel serves to reassert her dispossession. Her state of detachment from a stable 
KRXVHKROGFRQWLQXHVEH\RQGWKHQRYHODVZHDUHLQIRUPHGµ$QQHhad no Uppercross-hall 
EHIRUHKHUQRODQGHGHVWDWH¶61 As with the circumstances that led to the Elliots losing 
Uppercross, Anne has no visible control in determining her future home. Omitting the 
LQFOXVLRQRIDFRQILUPHGKRXVHKROGDWWKHQRYHO¶VFORVHUHIlects that, owing to his mode of 
employment and social status, property is of little interest to Wentworth. Yet the space of 
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home remains emphatically central to Anne in her future life. At the end of the novel we find 
her in a situation of anxious retirement in which she waits for her husband as he undertakes 
his duties abroad. Leaving her final home unknowable only underscores her discontent: while 
:HQWZRUWK¶VDEVHQFHDQGDFWLYLW\DUHHPSKDVLVHG$QQHLVOHIWLQDVWDWHRIQRWRQO\UHODWLYH
confinement, but unresolved rootlessness. 
Even with the absence of a clearly defined home as in Persuasion, then, houses seem 
RQWKHVXUIDFHWREHUHIOHFWLYHRIWKHPHQWKDWRZQWKHP$V+DUYH\¶VZRUNVKRZVKRXVHV
XQGRXEWHGO\UHIOHFWPHQ¶VVRFLDOVWDWXVDQGWKHKHURLQH LQYLHZLQJDKRXVHDQGPHQ¶V
relationship with it, can learn about her future husband. With widows being a notable 
exception, the ownership of property and the importance of the house in connection to public 
reputation were largely male concerns. It is then entirely appropriate that the physical body of 
estates in the fiction should be broadly connected to male character. However, owing to the 
dominance of domestic ideology, Austen shows, the home inevitably has more significance in 
relation to women. Austen crystallises this significance in scenes of home-viewing. These 
episodes are for women foremost an introspective exercise in weighing their compatibility 
with a space that could define the rest of their lives. On the one hand, in moving about the 
house they can trace the physical boundaries within which they will occupy most of their 
time. On the other, they are able to gather information about the form of domestic lifestyle to 
which they must adhere and assess whether they are suited to it, or willing to become so. 
Scenes of home-viewing then are far from being simply about the material merits of a 
household or the mercenary motives of female characters. Maria for instance does not care 
for the grandeur of Sotherton, but rather that it signals a step from one unsatisfying domestic 
identity to the next. Similarly Catherine prefers the modest Woodston to the Abbey with its 
VWDWXVDQGFRQQHFWLRQVWRKLVWRU\RIZKLFKZHKDYHVHHQVKHLVVRGLVPLVVLYH(OL]DEHWK¶V





tour Mrs Reynolds cannot interest Elizabeth in the material qualities of Pemberley such as 
µWKHGLPHQVLRQVRIWKHURRPV¶WRZKLFKVKHZRXOGOLNHO\DOZD\VUHIXVHWREHFRQILQHGRUµWKH
SULFHRIWKHIXUQLWXUH¶ (p. 239). For women these tours are exercises in whether they can 
accept the culture of a household and what it means to take on the identity of its mistress. 
Facing no pressure from her relatives, Elizabeth, as the only one aware that Pemberley could 
be her future home, is able to assess it on her own terms. In knowing the estate, as has been 
widely noted, Elizabeth comes to understand Darcy better. Part of this understanding is her 
recognition that it is possible he could love her as she is and in spite of their class divide. In 
DFFHSWLQJ'DUF\¶VYLHZRIKHU(OL]DEHWKLVDEOHWRHVWDEOLVKWKDWLQOLYLQJDW3HPEHUOH\VKH
might have her best chance in marriage of acting with autonomy and as herself. Unlike other 
heroines forced to make concessions and adopt single rooms of self-identification, Elizabeth 
LVVHDPOHVVO\WREHFRPHµPLVWUHVVRI3HPEHUOH\¶LQLWVHQWLUHW\ 
5RRPVRIZRPHQ¶VRZQ 
Through the examples of home-viewing I have highlighted we observe potential brides 
frequently being drawn to particular rooms in their hoped-for homes that they might be able 




proclaims: µLILWZDVP\KRXVH,VKRXOGQHYHUVLWDQ\ZKHUHHOVH¶ (p. 200). The unfortunate 
0DULDQQHDVZHKDYHVHHQVLPLODUO\KRQHVLQRQDµUHPDUNDEO\SUHWW\VLWWLQJURRPXSVWDLUV¶
WKDWVKHLPDJLQLQJKHUVHOIZRUNLQJXSRQWKHVSDFHSLFWXUHVµZLWKPRGHUQIXUQLWXUH¶S






imprint themselves through their taste upon the home reflects their looking forward to the 
new freedoms they expect to have in marriage. Vickery and Wall have each shed light on 
WKHVHH[SHFWDWLRQVGUDZLQJXSRQ$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQDVHYLGHQFHLQWKHLUZRUNµ>7@KHGRPHVWLF
interior space became a sort of palette, offering more elasticity of self-expression and an 




VWDPSSHUVRQDOLW\RQLQWHULRUVLV>«@DXWRPDWLF¶63 Surveying Mansfield Park and 
GHWHUPLQLQJWKDWLWµZDQW>V@RQO\WREHFRPSOHWHO\QHZIXUQLVKHG¶SVKHHYLGHQFHV
ZRPHQ¶VSUesumption of power when it comes to the home interior.  
While in terms of the ability to decorate and furnish the domestic interior is thought to 
KDYHEHHQDZRPDQ¶VGRPDLQ$XVWHQIRFXVHVKHUIHPDOHFKDUDFWHUV¶DWWHQWLRQDQGKRSHVRQD
single room. By repeatedly isolating an individual room Austen implies the necessary 
FRQWDLQPHQWRIZRPHQ¶VFUHDWLYHHQHUJ\LQUHODWLRQWRWKHKRPHDQGDOLPLWWRORRNHG-for 
freedoms. Being drawn willingly towards one room, female characters demonstrate an 
awareness of having to establish a nook for themselves within the home. Certain rooms in the 
Georgian-era home had automatic association with women. Of particular social importance, 
VFKRODUVVXJJHVWZDVWKHSULYDWHFORVHWWRZKLFK$XVWHQ¶VSUHGRPLQDQWO\JHQWU\-class women 
would most likely each have access (with the exception, initially, of Fanny). Of the multiple 
meanings assigned to the closet, their sanctioned purpose appears to have been as sites of 
religious devotion. Yet, unofficially, while the bedroom could serve these purposes at night, 
WKHFORVHWDOVRDFWHGDVSODFHVRIµVROLWXGHDQGUHWUHDW¶LQZKLFKDZRPDQFRXOGµLQGXOJHKHU
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LPSRUWDQFH¶DVVSDFHVµIRUUHDGLQJZULWLQJUHIOHFWLRQDnd the defence of the boundaries of 
WKHVHOI¶64 By allowing women such access to privacy, the closet inevitably provoked social 
anxiety, owing especially to their facilitating the secluded reading of novels. In spite of these 
fears, Lipsedge contends that ZHOHDUQIURPWKHLUGHSLFWLRQLQQRYHOVWKDWDµSULYDWHFORVHWLV
>«@DURRPLQZKLFKWKHKHURLQH¶VQHHGIRUDQDUFKLWHFWXUDOSODFHRIKHURZQLVQRWRQO\
UHVSHFWHGEXWDOVRFKHULVKHG¶65 
$FFRUGLQJWRRQHRIGRPHVWLFILFWLRQ¶VPRVWQRWRULRXVUHSUHVHQWDWLRQs of the closet in 
Pamela, the characterisation offered by Lipsedge was not always accurate.66 In the novel, 
Richardson, studying the politics of power in the home, conducts an almost forensic 
examination of the role of designated female-only spaces. For Pamela, the closet in 
Lincolnshire does to a degree serve as the kind of refuge that Vickery and Lipsedge describe. 
In being given a closet as a space for letter-writing, she finds a means of self-expression and, 
as she is forced to share a bed with Mrs Jewkes, it also affords her a sole space of privacy. As 
well as the closet being a space of psychological escape, its window also provides a literal 
PHDQVIRU3DPHOD¶VIDLOHGELGIRUIUHHGRP$WWKHVDPHWLPHRZLQJWRWKHPHPRU\RI0U
%¶VHDYHVGURSSLQJDQGVXEVHTXHQWDWWDFNRQ3DPHODDIWHUKLGLQJLQ0UV-HUYLV¶VFORVHWWKH
spectre of the closet haunts Pamela throughout the novel. Revealing her continued anxiety, 
VKHLQIRUPV0UV-HZNHVWKDWµHYHUVLQFHDQ$IIDLURIWKH&ORVHWDWWKHRWKHU+RXVH¶VKHQHHGV
to µJRWRWKHWZR&ORVHWV¶DGMDFHQWWRKHUEHGURRPWRFKHFNWKH\DUHHPSW\EHIRUHJRLQJWR
VOHHS0RUHRYHUZLWKWKHZLQGRZVRIKHUFORVHWEHLQJµdouble-EDUU¶G¶ after her failed 
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 There was, moreover, historical precedent for the depiction of domestic space in PamelaµCourt cases map out the 
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Lincolnshire is nominally hers, ultimately it is only a space of sanctuary and privacy as far as 
0U%DOORZVLWWREH$V9DUH\DUJXHVµSULYDF\LVQRWOLEHUW\¶µSULYDF\DQGLPSULVRQPHQW
DUHGLYLGHGE\WKHQDUURZHVWRIOLQHV¶GHSHQGLQJXSRQZKRLVLQSRVVHVVLRQRIDNH\68 
Unfortunately for Pamela, while she has a key, so does Mr B.; her privacy is at best fragile 
and at worst entirely illusory. 
In exploring female-only rooms in the home, Austen seems purposefully to steer away 
from the closets and bedchambers favoured as settings by Richardson.69 The cultural 
associations with each it seems, but with the closet in particular, were too ingrained for 
Austen to EHDEOHPHDQLQJIXOO\WRHVWDEOLVKZRPHQ¶VLQGHSHQGHQWSV\FKRORJLFDOUHODWLRQVKLSV
with these rooms according to her purposes. While at the end of Pamela Richardson returns 
the closet to being a space of tranquillity,70 this conclusion sits uncomfortably after he has 
WKURXJKRXWWKHQRYHOTXHVWLRQHGZRPHQ¶VDELOLW\WRKDYHDWUXHVSDFHRISULYDF\ZLWKLQWKH
male dominion of the household. Following on from Richardson, Austen shows that women 
must use their ingenuity within the home to find true sanctuary and a space that affords them 
the ability to express their true selves. In the examples already mentioned, Marianne and 
Catherine opt for a sitting room and drawing room respectively as possible rooms of their 
own. These spaces are social, moving away from the associations of imprisonment so well 
established in relation to the closet, and show that these women, while stamping their 
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 Austen uses the closet as a setting twice in brief moments in the fiction. In Sense and Sensibility she describes how, 
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 Pamela is relieved that she can now experience: µ7KDQNIXOQHVV3UD\HUDQG0HGLWDWLRQLQP\QHZO\SUHVHQWHG&ORVHW¶





independent tastes on part of the house, also want to occupy an area fully integrated with 
wider domestic life. The choice of these rooms mirrors the decision making regarding the 
situation of the room of Charlotte Lucas who, as I will discuss, chooses a sitting room 
strategically located to avoid Mr Collins. Marianne and Catherine (as detailed in Chapter 2) 
both express a strong affinity with the outdoors and, tellingly, each opt for rooms affording 
them a good view of surrounding nature, connecting them as far as possible from within 
household confines to outside space.71  
Alternatively, as with the unclearly defined East room in Mansfield Park, or the 
similarly ambiguous bower in Catharine, or the Bower (composed c.1792), Austen also 
LQYHQWVDOWRJHWKHUQHZW\SHVRIURRPRUVSDFH7KLVVHFWLRQIRFXVLQJRQ&DWKDULQH¶s bower, 
)DQQ\¶V(DVWURRPDQG&KDUORWWH¶VVLWWLQJURRPLQWXUQlooks in depth at the significance of 
ZRPHQ¶VLQGLYLGXDODQGYDULRXVO\LQYHQWLYHVSDFHV+DYLQJLOOXVWUDWHGKRZKRXVHWRXUVDUH
often tests of whether women can conform to a certain type of domesticity, here I will 
continue to examine physical spaces as materializing ideology. I argue that in having a 
specific room upon which primarily they have influence, women are breaking free from 
LGHRORJLFDOFRQILQHVV\PEROLVHGE\WKHKRXVHDWODUJH+DUYH\KDVQRWHGWKDWµ>P@HQ¶V
accounts [of domestic life] pertain to the coherence of the house as a sound and coherent 
SK\VLFDOXQLW¶72 In creating alternative spaces through which to impress themselves upon the 
home, women interrupt this coherence and metaphorically resist being defined within the 
limits of the domestic ideal. Though they have to work within the physical boundaries of the 
house and its grounds, each of the women I discuss manages to a degree to carve out room 
for themselves.   
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Remodelling the home or its grounds as an expression of the self was a prevalent idea 
LQWKHSHULRGLQWKHIRUPRIWKHFRQWHPSRUDU\IDGIRULPSURYHPHQW6LWXDWLQJKHULQDµORQJ
tradition of anti-LPSURYHPHQWOLWHUDWXUH¶'XFNZRUWKfamously YLHZV$XVWHQ¶VDWWLWXGHWR
improvement, as revealed in Mansfield Park, as a sign of her conservatism and aversion to 
radical change. Henry Crawford, he maintains, with his desire to overturn Sotherton and the 
disruption he causes at Mansfield Park, is emblematic in the novel of Humphry Repton. 
$FFRUGLQJWR'XFNZRUWK5HSWRQZDVDµFRQWURYHUVLDO¶ILJure in landscape gardening of 
ZKRP$XVWHQGRHVQRWDSSURYH:KLOH'XFNZRUWKDOLJQV&UDZIRUGZLWKWKHSHULRG¶VEHVW-
known improver, he is dismissive of Mrs Norris despite her mentioning that she is 
µVRPHWKLQJRIDQLPSURYHUKHUVHOI¶µ>:@KLOH0UV1RUULVVD\VVKHKDVGRQHDµYDVWGHDO¶¶KH
ZULWHVµ+HQU\&UDZIRUGLVWKHWUXHH[SHUWLQWKLVPDWWHU¶73 Yet it is Mrs Norris that shows 
most enthusiasm for the practice and stakes a claim for expertise, stating that if possible she 
µVKRXOGEHDOZD\VSODQWLQJDQGLPSURYLQJIRUQDWXUDOO\,DPH[FHVVLYHO\IRQGRILW¶S
&UDZIRUGLQFRQWUDVWLVLQLWLDOO\UHWLFHQWRQWKHPDWWHUDQGGRZQSOD\VKLVHIIRUWVµ,QH[WHQWLW
is a mere nothing ± you would be surprised at its insignificance; and as for improvement, 
there ZDVYHU\OLWWOHIRUPHWRGR¶S,QEHLQJGLVPLVVLYHRI0UV1RUULV¶HIIRUWVZKLOVW
aggrandising the position of Crawford, Duckworth recreates the automatic affiliation between 
men and improving prowess that Austen sends up in the novel.  
With Crawford instantly becoming the expert to whom Rushworth will look for 
JXLGDQFHLQWKHDOWHUDWLRQVWR6RWKHUWRQDQGZLWKWDONRI+HQU\7LOQH\¶VµJHQLXV¶S
being poised to act at Woodston, Austen highlights the ready opportunity men have radically 
to alter domestic space and its environs. In contrast, despite being its chief occupant, in her 
desire to improve her cottage, not for aesthetic vanity but for the comforts of life, Mrs 
Dashwood meets resistance at every turn. While the structures of other houses and estates can 
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be manipulated seemingly at a whim by men in the fiction, for her the walls of Barton prove 
persistently unyielding.74 Even Lady Catherine, possessing the right combination of wealth, 
class, and as a widow, marital status, that almost seem to eclipse her gendered limitations is 
kept at a distance by Austen from full association with the idea of improvement. Despite 
presiding over what is implied to be DQH[WHQVLYHO\LPSURYHGHVWDWHLWLVWKHHIIRUWVRIµ6LU
/HZLV'H%RXUJK¶S58) that come to mind when Sir William Lucas observes the vast 




VRPHVKHOYHVLQWKHFORVHWXSVWDLUV¶S$VLGHIURP0UV1RUULV± who it is shown worked 
alongside Sir Thomas and is, too, inhibited by spatial restraints75 ± Austen overall rejects the 
unrealistic model of improvement for women as a means of forging spaces of comfort. 
Female characters on the whole, she shows, must work within the material fabric of home 
they are given, finding ingenious ways to establish spaces of resistance and psychological 
autonomy. 
7KHWLWXODUFHQWUDOFKDUDFWHURI$XVWHQ¶VHDUO\ZRUNCatharine, or the Bower comes 
WKHFORVHVWRI$XVWHQ¶VKHURLQHVWRDFKLHYLQJWKHkind physical alteration to domestic property 
FDUULHGRXWE\LPSURYHUV0XFKDVWKHVWUXFWXUHRIWKHERZHUVKHEXLOGVLV0UV3HUFLYDO¶V
WKUHDWVRIGHVWUXFWLRQVXJJHVWUXGLPHQWDU\VRWRRGRHV$XVWHQ¶VFUHDWLRQRIWKHLGHDRIWKH
bower serve as an early bOXHSULQWPDSSLQJRXW$XVWHQ¶VFRQFHUQVUHJDUGLQJZRPHQDQG
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domestic space. Like most of her satire in the juvenilia, Catharine is more explicit than 
$XVWHQ¶VODWHUZRUNVLQVHWWLQJRXWLWVWKHPHRIUHEHOOLRQ,QWKHWH[W&DWKDULQHPDNHVWKH
symbolic gesture of rejecting the bedchamber as a place of leisure and reflection. Austen 
writes that µSolitude and reflection might perhaps have had the same effect in her Bed 
&KDPEHU\HW>«@>she] was firmly persuaded that her Bower alone could restore her to 
KHUVHOI¶76 The bedchamber, largely neglected as a setting throughout the fiction, is here 
SDVVHGRYHUDVSDUWRIDQDOWRJHWKHUWRRLQIOH[LEOHGRPHVWLFLQWHULRUIRU&DWKDULQH¶VVHOI-
reflective purposes. Instead, her place of solace is the bower which, being outdoors, is not 
only apart from the main house and the restrictive ideology it represents, but also takes 
advantage of the full extent of female freedom that runs to the edge of the grounds. As well 
as its positioning, this shelter is significant because it was built independently by three girls, 
Catharine and her childhood companions Cecilia and Mary, on the basis of their friendship. 
Owing to its origins, the fabric of the bower is, for Catharine, interlaced with memories and 





the title might even be taken literally. 
Whilst allowing Catharine room to be herself, the bower is at its most rebellious in 
acting as a microcosm of an alternative to traditional domestic space. There are several 
LQGLFDWRUVRIWKHERZHU¶VUROHDVWKLVDOWHUQDWLYH7RWKHGLVWUHVVRIKHUDXQW&DWKDULQHLV
reluctant to undertake key aspects of her training as a young woman such as learning 
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accomplishments. The bower however permits her to repurpose accomplishments, and in 
SDUWLFXODUUHDGLQJIRUKHURZQIXOILOPHQW$XVWHQZULWHVWKDWµ.LWW\IRXQGKHUVHOIPXFK
sooner tired of Reading, WoUNLQJRU'UDZLQJLQ0UV3HUFLYDO¶VSDUORXUWKDQLQKHURZQ
$UERXU¶S%XWPRVWLPSRUWDQWO\LQLWVFRQVWUXFWLRQDQGFRQWLQXHGH[LVWHQFHLQ
memory of the friendship on which it was built, the bower serves to preserve a time before 
&DWKDULQH¶VIULHnds had to succumb to their respective domestic fates. It encapsulates the 
idealistic future in which these girls had alternatives to the unwanted marriage and 
undesirable role as a companion that await Cecilia and Mary, and could even imagine having 
a shared home of their own. Such is the power of this imagined ideal that, owing to 
&DWKDULQH¶VUHMHFWLRQRIWKHGRPHVWLFLQWHULRULQIDYRXURIWKHERZHUKHUDXQWIRUHVHHVDQHQG
WRQDWLRQDOVWDELOLW\6KHIUHWVWKDWµHYHU\WKLQJLVJRLQJWRVL[HVDQGVHYHQVDnd all order will 
VRRQEHDWDQHQGWKURXJKRXWWKH.LQJGRP¶S,IDVWKHZRUNRI0RUHDQG%XUNH
implies, houses bore strong associations with the security of conservative England that rested 
on the foundation of women fulfilling their domestic role, then Catharine and her companions 
KDYHEXLOWDWURXEOLQJDOWHUQDWLYH6LJQLILFDQWO\ZKLOHWKHERZHULQWXQHZLWK&DWKDULQH¶V
rebelliousness is a frequent restorative to her, it makes the conservative Mrs Percival ill: she 
µVDWHGRZQLQLWODVW0D\WRUHVW>KHU@VHOIDQG>KDV@QHYHUEHHQTXLWHZHOOVLQFH¶S). 
Like Catharine, Fanny becomes emotionally entwined with a room set apart from the 
main household in Mansfield Park$VRXWOLQHGLQWKHSUHYLRXVFKDSWHU)DQQ\¶V(DVWURRPLV
an absence in relatLRQWRWKHGRPHVWLFVSDFHDQGOLIHRI0DQVILHOG8QOLNHµWKHOLWWOHZKLWH
$WWLF¶SLWLVQRWDURRPWRZKLFKVKHLVEDQLVKHGEXWDURRPWKDWVKHSUDJPDWLFDOO\
makes use of to protect herself from the corrupt ideas and practices that she sees to be slowly 
engulfing the rest of the household. In choosing the East room, Fanny chooses a former site 
of education: it is the place where the Miss Bertrams were taught the kind of learning by rote 





conduct-book ideal of femininity. Like the bower, then, it is a developmental space with a 
KLVWRU\RIIHPDOHFRPSDQLRQVKLS'XFNZRUWKZULWHVWKDWµ>L@QFRQWUDVWWRWKHPRYHPHQWRI
furniture that is taking place elsewhere, Fanny preseUYHVWKH(DVWURRPDVLWDOZD\VZDV>«@
+HUURRPEHFRPHVWKHVWLOOSRLQWLQDPRYLQJKRXVH¶77 As Duckworth suggests, the East 
room is set up in antithesis to the scene of preparations for the performance of the play. If the 
estate, as he argues, symbolises the status quo,78 then the movement of the furniture signals a 
disruption by the play of a stable genteel existence. This disturbance threatens even to spill 
over into the East room with Miss Crawford making it a temporary site for her rehearsals. As 
a synecdoche of the Mansfield Park estate and the conservation of its values, the East room, 
'XFNZRUWKDVVHUWVUHPDLQVWKHVDPHXQGHU)DQQ\¶VZDWFK+RZHYHUZKHQ)DQQ\EHJLQVKHU
occupation of the room, she brings her possessions with her, forming them into a µQHVWRI
FRPIRUWV¶SJLYLQJWKHVHQVHRIKHUEXLOGLQJWKHURRPDQHZ,QDGRSWLQJLWDVKHUVSDFH
of work and reflection and filling it with her own books, work boxes and gifts, Fanny in fact 
adapts the room to become a more effective space of honing the feminine ideal, it having 
failed the Miss Bertrams. 
More than just physically altering the space, Fanny also appears to work her identity 
into the room.79 
she could scarcely see an object in that room which had not an interesting 
remembrance connected with it.²Every thing was a friend, or bore her thoughts to a 
friend; and though there had been sometimes much of suffering to her²though her 
motives had often been misunderstood, her feelings disregarded, and her 
comprehension under valued; though she had known the pains of tyranny, of ridicule, 
and neglect, yet almost every recurrence of either had led to something consolatory; 
>«@DQGWKHZKROHZDVQRZVREOHQGHGWRJHWKHUVRKDUPRQL]HGE\GLVWDQFHWKDW
every former affliction had its charm (pp. 140-41). 
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significances held by the objects with which she lines its walls. In this episode, Austen offers 
some of the most minutely detailed description of a domestic interior given in the fiction. In 
GRLQJVRZHVHHKRZ)DQQ\¶VLQQHUOLIHOLNH&DWKDULQHZLWKWKHPRUHYDJXHO\-drawn bower, 
comes to be metaphorically represented by a portion of the domestic interior at Mansfield. 
Here, in this altered, intensely personal part of the house, Fanny hones the qualities required 
to bring the changes needed to preserve domestic tranquillity at Mansfield. It is a place of 
VRODFHIRU)DQQ\LQZKLFKVKHGUDZVµPHQWDOVWUHQJWK¶WREHDEOHWRUHVLVWFRUUXSWLYHIRUFHV
such as the Crawfords. APRQJWKHREMHFWVVKHVXUURXQGVKHUVHOIZLWKDUHµpresent upon 
SUHVHQWWKDWVKHKDGUHFHLYHGIURP¶KHUFRXVLQVS In keeping examples of the 
%HUWUDPV¶UDUHO\VKRZQJRRGQHVVLWLVDVLIVKHLVVRPHKRZFXUDWLQJLQPLQLDWXUHWKHIXWXUH
qualities that wLOOEHUHTXLUHGIURPWKHHVWDWH¶VLQKDELWDQWV:KLOH&DWKDULQHDFWVRXW
presiding over an alternative to traditional domestic space outside the walls of the main 
KRXVH)DQQ\LVILUVWµPLVWUHVV¶SRIWKH(DVWURRPLQRUGHUWRUHKHDUVHEHLQJPLVWUHVV 
of the whole of Mansfield Park. By making the East room a space immune to disruption, 
)DQQ\¶VIRUPRIVSDWLDOUHEHOOLRQLVLURQLFDOO\WRUHVLVWWKHUHEHOOLRQWKDWRFFXUVDW0DQVILHOG
Rather than developing a space exempt from domestic ideology, she establishes a preparatory 
space to allow for this ideology to be reinstated, under her influence, in a stronger form.  
Whilst Catharine and Fanny preside over complex alternative households in 
PLQLDWXUH$XVWHQ¶VVLPSOHVWDQGPRVWVXEWO\LQJHQLRXVLQVWDQFHRIUebellion and preservation 
of identity through use of domestic space comes through Charlotte Lucas. Charlotte in both 
her approach to romance and domestic space shows an ability to accept boundaries and 
pragmatically manoeuvre within the limitations of a situation. For her, courtship and married 
domestic life are all about strategic physical positioning. It is owing to her convenient 





emerge as a willing bride. Later, physical positioning becomes key to her survival in 
marriage. Austen makes it clear that the arrangement of rooms at Hunsford has been 
&KDUORWWH¶VGRLQJDQGGUDZVRXUDWWHQWLRQWRRQHSDUWLFXODUDVSHFWRIWKLV 
the chief of the time between breakfast and dinner was now passed by [Mr Collins] 
either at work in the garden, or in reading and writing, and looking out of the window 
in his own book room, which fronted the road. The room in which the ladies sat was 
backwards. Elizabeth at first had rather wondered that Charlotte should not prefer the 
dining parlour for common use; it was a better sized room, and had a pleasanter aspect; 
but she soon saw that her friend had an excellent reason for what she did, for Mr. Collins 
would undoubtedly have been much less in his own apartment, had they sat in one 
equally lively; and she gave Charlotte credit for the arrangement.  
From the drawing-room they could distinguish nothing in the lane, and were 
indebted to Mr. Collins for the knowledge of what carriages went along, and how 
RIWHQHVSHFLDOO\0LVV'H%RXUJKGURYHE\LQKHUSKDHWRQ>«@S 
For Charlotte, the domestic lot she has been granted at Hunsford means an entire life spent in 
subservience to the superior inhabitants of Rosings. In choosing a room that faces away from 
the road that allows communication with Rosings, she removes herself from the eyeline of 
Mr Collins (and in turn removes Mr Collins from her line of sight), who is always looking 
outwards to the grander estate. In finding a part of the house, and making it her own, that can 
bear no relationship to Rosings, she detaches herself from the subservient culture of Hunsford 
cultivated by Mr Collins and Lady Catherine. In this way she manages to exist within her 
own physical and psychological space. Through this careful positioning, Charlotte as far as 
SRVVLEOHUHPRYHV0U&ROOLQVIURPKHUVSKHUHRIGDLO\H[LVWHQFH,QREVHUYLQJ&KDUORWWH¶V
marital life at Hunsford, Elizabeth is surprised to find that µthere was really a great air of 











EHLQJµWKHQRYHOLVWRIKRPH¶DQGEDVLQJDOPRVWDOORIKHUDFWion within its walls, very little of 
the domestic interior is described in her writing. Departing stylistically from her predecessors 
in the field of domestic fiction, she allows domestic description to become in effect another 
silence characteristic of her work. While the material detail of the home can justifiably be 
FDWHJRULVHGDVDQ$XVWHQLDQVLOHQFHWKHDXWKRUGRHVQRWUHFUHDWHLWDVDVLOHQFHLQZRPHQ¶V
lives in the same way as with political matters or the body. The fabric of the household is a 
silence for women to the extent that they are not permitted as far as men to enter into 
discourses of improvement or decision-making on a grand scale. But its discussion does not 
hold the same controversy as explicit talk of sexuality or issues like slavery would. Instead, I 
have shown, the physicality of the home is understated in order to emphasise the symbolic 
SXUSRVHRIWKHKRXVHDVUHSUHVHQWDWLYHRIGRPHVWLFLGHRORJ\$XVWHQ¶VPHWDSKRULFWUHDWPHQW
of the home is shown throughout the fiction in the recurring theme of the conflation of 
women and houses. To demonstrate the problematic extent to which women are solely 
prepared for a domestic life, Austen shows women being discussed in a manner that renders 
them almost interchangeable with the home. Going further, she describes the characters that 
most seem to accord with the domestic ideal as though they are merged with the fabric of the 
household. According to this figurative paradigm developed by Austen, any divergence from 
domestic ideology must manifest somehow in the physical structure of the home. 
Consequently, characters such as Catharine, Fanny and Charlotte demonstrate their discord 
with the prevailing philosophy of the estates they inhabit in rebellions expressed through 
disruptions to the domestic interior. They take advantage of their limited abilities to decorate, 
IXUQLVKRULQ&DWKDULQH¶VFDVHEXLOGVPDOOVWUXFWXUHVRXWGRRUV%\GRLQJVRWKHVHFKDUDFWHUV





male control over the materiality of the home, a space of more daily importance to female 
lives. 
The types of space chosen to be occupied by Catharine, Fanny and Charlotte might 
suggest that the answer to female domestic discontent is for women to live in female-only 
homes. With Catharine, who relies emotionally upon a shelter built by three girls for their 
sole occupancy, and Charlotte who chooses a female-only drawing room as her place of 
respite, in particular, Austen seems to give a utopian air to the idea of a women-only home. 
Yet when this type of home is depicted in the fiction, it bears association with dispossession, 
XQFHUWDLQW\DQGXQKDSSLQHVV:LWKWKH'DVKZRRGV¶RFFXSDQF\EHLQJDUHVXOWRIEHLQJRXVWHG
from their family home, Barton cottage is far from utopian. Despite being a female head of 
the household, Mrs Dashwood is strangely disempowered. As a tenant and limited by funds, 
she cannot improve the house and as a consequence exhibits a restlessness in relation to the 
cottage which suggests it can never be truly her home, though long-term she will most likely 
be its sole occupant. Lady Catherine, too, living alone with her daughter Anne and her 
companion exists in a state of dissatisfaction. Although financially and socially independent, 
she appears to feel incomplete, constantly desiring additional company and living in a state of 
odd symbiosis with Mr Collins. Finally, for the Bates household, and Miss Bates and Jane 
Fairfax in particular, the female-only home is a torturous kind of purgatory. Miss Bates, as a 
spinster, and Jane, unclear as to whether she is soon to be married or employed, both exist in 
precarious and uncomfortable states socially.80 Overall, Austen shows that for women having 
a home of their own alone creates only the mock semblance of independence. The 
Dashwoods remain financially dependent and the De Bourghs will always rely upon others 
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 In Persuasion Mrs Smith and her frequent companion Nurse Rooke similarly form a kind of makeshift female-only home. 
Though supported by Nurse Rooke Mrs Smith does learn a manner of living independently, she too has been dispossessed 






socially to sustain them. What is more, unlike the symbolic home created by Catharine, the 
real women-only homes are never created by choice, because this choice did not exist. In 
creating these problematic scenarios of women living together in groups, and so outside of 
the conventions taught within domestic ideology, Austen indicates that there are cultural 







µ>:@RPDQ¶VGHVWLQ\¶0DUULDJHHQGLQJVDQGWKHLQDSSURSULDWHQHVV of the 
domestic ideal 
 
There was nothing in all this either to astonish or interest, and it caught Emma's 
attention only as it united with the subject which already engaged her mind. The 
contrast between Mrs. Churchill's importance in the world, and Jane Fairfax's, struck 
her; one was every thing, the other nothing²and she sat musing on the difference of 
ZRPDQ
VGHVWLQ\>«@1 
Jane Austen, Emma (1815) 
µAnd now, my good frieQGV¶FRQWLQXHG/DG\'HODFRXUµshall I finish the novel for 
you?¶ >«@ 
µBut I hope you wilOUHPHPEHUGHDU/DG\'HODFRXU¶VDLG%HOLQGDµthat there is 
nothing in which novelists are so apt to err as in hurrying things toward the 
conclusion: in not allowing time enough for that change of feeling, which change of 
situation cannot instantly produce.¶ 
µ7KDW¶s right, my dear Belinda; true to your principles to the last gasp. Fear nothing ± 
you shall have time enough to become accustomed to Clarence. Would you choose 
that I should draw out the story to five volumes more? With your advice and 
assistance, I can with the greatest ease, my dear. A declaration of love, you know, is 
RQO\WKHEHJLQQLQJRIWKLQJV>«@¶2 
   Maria Edgeworth, Belinda (1801) 
 
Previous chapters in this thesis have focused on subjects often thought to be absent or only 
VXEWO\SUHVHQWLQ$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQ,WPD\VHHPFRXQWHU-intuitive, therefore, to turn in this 
chapter to the subject of marriage which is of course resolutely present in each of the novels. 
1RQHWKHOHVVZKDW,ZLOODUJXHLQWKLVFKDSWHULVWKDW$XVWHQ¶VSRUWUD\DORIPDUULDJHLVMXVWDV
WURXEOHGDVWKHPRUHREYLRXVO\FRQWHQWLRXVLVVXHVRIZRPHQ¶VUHODWLRQVKLSWRWKHERG\RU
politics for instance. Indeed, marriage is intimately connected to the issues explored earlier in 
the thesis. Ending each of her novels in marriage, Austen asserts that entering into this state is 
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 Jane Austen, Emma (1815) (London: Penguin Books, 2009), p. 359. All subsequent references are to this edition. 
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finite for women. Henceforward their leisure, bodies, politics, and the space they inhabit will 
all be finally determined within the framework of the marital family and household. 
Emma LQSDUWLFXODULVDQRYHOIL[DWHGXSRQWKHWRSLFRIµZRPDQ¶VGHVWLQ\¶,Q
IDFWWKHWHUPµGHVWLQ\¶DSSHDUVPRUHIUHTXHQWO\WKDQLQWKHUHVWRIWKHQRYHOVFRPELQHG$V 
the above epigraph demonstrates, for most of the novel Emma considers herself as a woman 
whose fate is already decided. She does not wish to marry and so situates herself amongst her 
friends as a detached observer, able to comment on and orchestrate their fates at will. Just as 
(PPDFDQRQO\VHHNWRGHWHUPLQHZRPHQ¶VIXWXUHVZLWKLQWKHDUHQDRIPDULWDOPDWFKPDNLQJ
WKHWHUPµGHVWLQ\¶LVXVHGDOPRVWH[FOXVLYHO\LQWKHQRYHOFRQFHUQLQJPDUULDJH7KH:HVWRQV
KDYHµZLVKHV>«@UHVSHFWLQJ(PPD¶VGHVWLQ\¶RULQother words, want her to marry Frank 
Churchill. It is ironic that, upon noting the contrasting situations of Mrs Churchill and Jane 
)DLUID[(PPDLVSUHRFFXSLHGZLWKµPXVLQJRQWKHGLIIHUHQFHRIZRPDQ
VGHVWLQ\¶'HVSLWH
her own vast difference in character to Jane, Emma arrives at the same narrative conclusion 
as her by eventually marrying. The novel teases the potential for the two to fulfil vastly 
GLIIHUHQWµGHVWLQLHV¶ZLWK(PPDDVDQXQPDUULHGHVWDWHSURSULHWRUDQG-DQHDJRYHUQHVVRQO\
for these possibilities to give way to conventional marriages. What is more, Jane having been 




By ending each of her novels with the marriage of its heroine Austen adapts the major 
trope of the eighteenth-century courtship novel. Using marriage as the narrative destination 
IRUKHURLQHVWKHFRXUWVKLSQRYHOUHFUHDWHGWKHRQO\UHDOLVWLFµKDSS\HQGLQJ¶IRUWKHPLGGOH-
class woman under prevailing domestic ideology. However, authors such as Richardson, 





of marriage that took place over the course of the century. Lawrence Stone and Ruth Perry 
have drawn attention to two of the key innovations surrounding marriage in the period.3 In 
the influential The Family, Sex and Marriage in England, 1500-1800 (1977) Stone argues 
that in the eighteenth century there was shift away from economics-based unions to the 
µFRPSDQLRQDWHPDUULDJH¶IRXQGHGLQVWHDGRQORYH4 7KLVLPSOLHGµIUHHGRP>«@WRFKRRVH¶DV
Hazel Jones observes, pertained more to the middling ranks than to families with titles. 
Regardless of rank, a choice in marriage partner was also more likely to apply to sons rather 
than daughters.5 Perry has since developed upon this claim to show that this evolution in 
marriage happened LQWDQGHPZLWKWKHLQFUHDVHGLPSRUWDQFHRIWKHPDULWDOXQLWµWKH
biologically given family into which one was born was gradually becoming secondary to the 
FKRVHQIDPLO\FRQVWUXFWHGE\PDUULDJH¶(QJDJLQJZLWKWKHVHFKDQJLQJLGHDVRIPDUULDJH
Burney, for example, shows a clear preference for matches based on mutuality but, Perry 
SRLQWVRXWVWUXJJOHVWRDFFHSWWKHGHFOLQHRIµFRQVDQJXLQHDOWLHV¶LQIDYRXURIWKHFRQMXJDO
family.6 Regardless of how we read authorial opinion on these changes, in light of its 
heightened cultural significance the marriage-ending was securely a fixture of novels by the 
time Austen was writing. Married life itself however was rarely considered a subject worthy 
RIQDUUDWLYHVSDFH:ULWHUVLQWKHPDLQFKRVHWRVKRZDV(GJHZRUWKSDURGLHVµRQO\WKH
EHJLQQLQJRIWKLQJV¶7 Though like her forerunners she consistently concludes her plots with 
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 +D]HO-RQHVDOVRQRWHVWKDWWKLVZDVDSHULRGRIµJUHDWFKDQJH¶LQVRFLHWDODWWLWXGHVWRZDUGVPDUULDJH+D]HO-RQHVJane 
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 6WRQH¶VDUJXPHQWKDVEHHQUHILQHGLQLPSRUWDQWZD\VE\VXEVHTXHQWVFKRODUVKLSZLWKVHYHUDOVFKRODUVGLVDJUHHLQJZLWKKLV
VXJJHVWLRQWKDWDIIHFWLYHPDUULDJHOHGWRJUHDWHUHTXDOLW\IRUZRPHQ3HUU\IRULQVWDQFHZULWHVµ6WRQH¶VPDOH-centred 
fantasy assumes that educating women to be companions for men was the best thing that ever happened to them. As Stone 
SRVLWVWKHQHZPDUULDJHEDUJDLQZRPHQRIWKHODQGHGJHQWU\JHDUHGWKHLUOLYHVWRµEHLQJWKHUH¶DVDWWHQWLYHZLYHVDQGORYLQJ 
mothers for their families in exchange for being less subordinated to patriarchal domination ± if you can call that being less 
VXERUGLQDWHG¶5XWK3HUU\Novel Relations: The Transformation of Kinship in English Literature and Culture, 1748-1818 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p. 195. See also, Susan Moller Okin, µWomen and the Making of the 
6HQWLPHQWDO)DPLO\¶ Philosophy and Public Affairs, 11 (1982), 65-88. 
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 Jones, pp. 1-2. 
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 &KULVWLQH5RXOVWRQPDNHVWKLVREVHUYDWLRQµ,QWKHFRXUWVKLSPRGHOPDUULDJHLVZKDWFORVHVQDUUDWLYHGRZQLWLVWKHHQGLQJ
EH\RQGZKLFKWKHUHLVQRVWRU\¶&KULVWLQH5RXOVWRQNarrating Marriage in Eighteenth-Century England and France 
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marriage, Austen goes against this trend of disinterest in the state of married life. She offers 
QRWMXVWDWDOHRIWKHKHURLQH¶VFRXUWVKLSEXW,ZLOOVKRZDFRPPXQLW\-based portrait of 
PDUULDJHDVDIHPDOHµHQGLQJ¶8 
The marriage plot, and the narrative arc it forces characters to fulfil, has been read as 
a crucial sigQRI$XVWHQ¶VFRQVHUYDWLVPZKHQLWFRPHVWRJHQGHUUHODWLRQV2QHVXFK
SURSRQHQWRIWKLVYLHZLV$UPVWURQJZKRDUJXHVWKDW$XVWHQµFRQFHQWUDWHGRQWKHILQHUSRLQWV
RIFRQGXFWQHFHVVDU\WRVHFXUHDJRRGPDUULDJH¶LQKHUQRYHOV9 While Armstrong believes 
that Austen did challenge convention when it came to class stratification, Tony Tanner more 
IXOO\PDNHVWKHFDVHIRU$XVWHQ¶VFRPPLWPHQWWRWKHVWDWXVTXR)RU7DQQHUPDUULDJHLV
LPSRUWDQWWR$XVWHQRQERWKDSHUVRQDODQGVRFLHWDOOHYHO0DUULDJHDFWVWRµµJURXQG¶DQG
situate her heroines [...] and allow them more fully to live out their proper telos or end as 
ZRPHQ¶$XVWHQµEHOLHYH>G@LQWKHYDOXHVRIKHUVRFLHW\EXWVKHVDZWKDWWKRVHYDOXHVKDGWR
be authentically embodied and enacted if that society was WRVXUYLYHµ>W@KHJRRGPDUULDJHLV
>«@LQGLVSHQVDEOHIRUWKHUHQHZDORIVRFLHW\¶7KRXJK7DQQHUVHHV$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOVDV
HQGRUVHPHQWVRIPDUULDJHKHFRQFHGHVWKDWWKHUHLVDGHJUHHRIµLURQ\DQGFRYHUW




been advanced by numerous scholars, perhaps most notably Karen Newman and Ashley 
                                                          
Golightly, The Family, Marriage, and Radicalism in British Women's Novels of the 1790s: Public Affection and Private 
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arguments, however, seem to ignore the abrupt tonal shift in the narration that comes with 
$XVWHQ¶VDOO-too-QHDWHQGLQJV1HZPDQDGGUHVVHVWKLVRPLVVLRQDUJXLQJWKDW$XVWHQ¶V
endings should not be taken as straight-IRUZDUGVXPPDULHVRIWKHQRYHOV¶PHVVDJHV,Q
UHDGLQJ$XVWHQ¶VHQGLQJVVKHDUJXHVµZe find an ironic self-consciousness that emphasizes 










economically and ethically perfect is URPDQWLF¶'LVPLVVLQJWKHWHQGHQF\WRZULWHRII
$XVWHQ¶VHQGLQJDVDQµDHVWKHWLFFRS-out, or ironic deflation of the highly credible realism 
RWKHUZLVHFODLPHGE\WKHZRUNV¶VKHUHDGV$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQDVGHILDQWO\RSWLPLVWLFDERXWµWKH
SRVVLELOLW\RIDKDSS\HQGLQJ¶IRUZRPHQRIWKHSHULRG13 
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should not be read as nullifying any of the social criticism that precedes them, certain aspects 
of their readings are problematic. Principally, I disagree with Tauchert that with the endings 
µZHDUHLQYLWHGWRVKUXJRIIWKHVKDGRZRIWKHLQHYLWDELOLW\RIWUDgedy in the light of a final 
FRPHGLFQDUUDWLYHLQYHUVLRQ¶14 We only have to look at the unsettling conclusion of 
Persuasion (1818), as I have previously explored, to expose the flaws in this reading. Instead 
I argue, like Newman, that the endings ought to EHUHDGµQRWDVVWDWHPHQWVRIURPDQWLF
KDUPRQ\RUHVFDSHEXWLQWKHFRQWH[WLQZKLFK>$XVWHQ@SODFHGWKHP¶1HZPDQVXJJHVWVWKDW
$XVWHQ¶VHQGLQJVFUHDWHGLVXQLW\LQWKHQRYHOVµ7KHKDSS\HQGLQJRIDQ$XVWHQQRYHOJLYHVLW
an apparent unity that is false, for meaning is produced not so much by resolution, but by 
PHDQVRIRSSRVLWLRQVDQGFRQWUDGLFWLRQV¶15 :KLOHWKHUHPD\QRWEHµUHVROXWLRQ¶IRUKHURLQHV
in the endings, as I have shown throughout this project, there is a clear unity of purpose in 
$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOV7KHREYLRXVLURQ\RI$XVWHQ¶VFRQFOXVLRQVEULQJVWKHFULWLTXHRIFXOWXUDO




class women. In doing so I will address not only the romantic conclusions of heroines but 
depictions of marriage more broadly. Departing from these scholars, I consider marriage as 
being but one of the ways women were confined alongside constraints placed upon their 
OHLVXUHWLPHERGLHVDQGSROLWLFDONQRZOHGJHDVSDUWRI$XVWHQ¶VZider critique of domestic 
ideology. 
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domestic ideal, either through a failure to marry or the unsuitability of married life, and the 
potential for female crisis implicit in this. First, I look at a sample of the vast array of 
unmarried and already-married female characters with which Austen fills her novels. In 
depicting the anxiousness of unmarried women alongside the dissatisfaction of their married 
counterparts, Austen exposes the difficulties of marriage as a universal model. I will then 
UHYLVLWHDFKRI$XVWHQ¶VFHQWUDOIHPDOHSURWDJRQLVWVLQOLJKWRIWKHVHSRUWUDLWVRIPDUULDJH
DPRQJVWVHFRQGDU\FKDUDFWHUV5HYLVLQJWKHWUDGLWLRQDOYLHZRI$XVWHQ¶VFRXUWVKLSSORWV,
argue that Austen creates marital uncertainty in all of her novels in order to broach the subject 
RIWKHVRFLHWDOGDQJHUIRUZRPHQLQQRWPDUU\LQJ7KURXJKGLIILFXOWLHVFDXVHGE\(PPD¶V
GLVLQFOLQDWLRQWRPDUU\)DQQ\¶VSRYHUW\DQG(OL]DEHWK¶VVWXEERUQQHVVAusten establishes the 
QDUUDWLYHFRQGLWLRQVIRUDFULWLTXHRIZRPHQ¶VQDUURZRSWLRQVIRUWKHLUIXWXUHV'UDZLQJ
PDLQO\XSRQ$XVWHQ¶VPRVWSDWHQWO\LURQLFFRQFOXVLRQVLQMansfield Park (1814) and 
Northanger Abbey (1818) I will lastly turn to endings. In driving her narratives repeatedly 
towards marital unions Austen recreates the inevitability of marriage if women are to have a 
happy ending within the bounds of domestic ideology. Rather than simply bowing to 
convention Austen ends with the event of marriage to emphasise that for women marriage is, 
LQHIIHFWµWKHHQG¶:RPHQKDYHPDGHWKHLUPRVWFUXFLDOGHFLVLRQRIDGXOWOLIHDQGWKHLU
IXWXUHVDUHE\DQGODUJHVHDOHG1DUUDWHGZLWKDWRQDOLPSDWLHQFHWKDWUHYHDOVWKHDXWKRU¶V
IUXVWUDWLRQV$XVWHQ¶VHQGLQJVHQact a troubling final containment of each heroine within the 
domestic vision the author has relentlessly scrutinised. 
Married and unmarried women: the universal problem with marriage 
As the intense female preoccupation surrounding the issue of marriage in $XVWHQ¶VQRYHOV






seen as a failed deviation from the middle-class domestic ideal, marriage, as Austen reflects, 
UHSUHVHQWHGZRPHQ¶VEHVWFKDQFHIRUDFRQWHQWHGDGXOWOLIH16 As I explored in Chapter 1, a 
seemingly inevitable future as a wife was therefore one for which women of this class were 
exclusively ± and, as Mary Wollstonecraft criticises in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman 
(1792), poorly ± prepared through training in accomplishments. This part of the chapter seeks 
to re-H[DPLQHVRPHRI$XVWHQ¶VVHFRQGDU\IHPDOHFKDUDFWHUVLQOLJKWRIWKLVVKDUHGSUHVVXUH
of a narrow female destiny. To begin with I will look at various examples of unmarried 
ZRPHQLQ$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQ&KDUDFWHUVVXFKDV0LVV%LQJOH\(OL]DEHWK(OOLRWDQG$QQH
Steele, although often ignored entirely or dismissed as comedic or villainous, crucially 
embody the stress of the possibility of non-fulfilment of the goal of matrimony. Then I will 
WXUQWRWKHPDUULHGZRPHQRI$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOVZKRDUHRIWHQVLPLODUO\GLVPLVVHG0UV%HQQHW
and Mrs Palmer are each in effect would-be heroines of the pre-narrative past who have had 
DOUHDG\KDGWKHLUµHQGLQJV¶$VWKHVLWXDWLRQVRIWKHVHZRPHQUHYHDOWKHUHFDQEHMXVWDV
much at stake personally post-marriage as there is in the uncertain life of a single woman. 
Finally, I will show that while vastly different in their manifest forms of unhappiness, illness 
is revealingly the thread that unites the unmarried and married women in the fiction. 
Although too young to be considered a spinster, Miss Bingley nevertheless traces a 
clear map of the concerns of the unmarried genteel woman through her behaviour. For 
reasons that go beyond petty rivalry, she is accomplishment and body-obsessed. In discussion 
at Netherfield, she revealingly sets impossibly high standards for what should be deemed 
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µDFFRPSOLVKHG¶LQD\RXQJZRPDQ6HHking to draw attention to her physique, she uses 
KHUVHOIDVDEDURPHWHUZKHQGLVFXVVLQJKHLJKWZLWK'DUF\DQGE\µWDN>LQJ@DWXUQDERXWWKH
URRP¶SXWVKHUILJXUHLQWHQWLRQDOO\RQGLVSOD\17 Her fixation with the body and skills of not 
only herself, but Elizabeth and Georgiana, betrays an anxiety that if she is not married not 
only will the purpose of her accomplishments go unfulfilled but so too will her physical 
attractions have failed. While, if she did not marry she would not be financially destitute as 
tKH%HQQHWVLVWHUVZRXOGWKHOLIHRIDVLQJOHZRPDQOLYLQJZLWKDEURWKHU¶VIDPLO\ZRXOGE\
no means be comfortable.18 Her sister Mrs Hurst shadows her throughout the novel both as a 
reminder of what is expected of her and of the type of husband she must avoid. Given the 
XQGHVLUDELOLW\RI0LVV%LQJOH\¶VVLWXDWLRQLWZRXOGQRWWDNHPXFKRIDVKLIWLQWKHQDUUDWLYH
perspective of Pride and Prejudice (1813) to paint Elizabeth as the smug love rival and her as 
the unfortunate neglected long-term admirer of Darc\0RPHQWVVXFKDV0LVV%LQJOH\¶V
failed bid to achieve a connection with Darcy by reading from the second volume of his book 
might be read, then, to be tragic rather than laughable. While it is a mistake to write Miss 
Bingley off as an unlikeable foil to WKHKHURLQHLWLVDOVRSDUDGR[LFDOO\$XVWHQ¶VLQWHQWLRQWKDW
she should be read as such. In exposing the situation of unmarried women she recreates the 
disdain in her readers societally felt towards those who ± however necessarily ± manoeuvred, 
manipulated and deceived in order to achieve their only permissible life goal. As Deborah 
5RVVREVHUYHVµ>P@DUULDJHLQ$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOVLV>«@WKHµFDUHHU¶PRVWUHDOZRPHQRIWKH
WLPHKDGWRORRNIRUZDUGWR¶19 Miss Bingley understandably therefore approaches her 
relationship with Darcy with a career-like ruthlessness. 
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More easily overlooked than Miss Bingley, Sense and Sensibility¶V (1811) Anne 
Steele provides a commentary on the emotional state of a woman facing the reality of being 
unmarried beyond her prime. 3RVVHVVLQJDPDQLFWDONDWLYHQHVVDNLQWRWKDWRI$XVWHQ¶VODWHU
character Miss Bates, Miss Steele ZKRLVµQRWKLQJWRDGPLUH¶ EHLQJµnearly thirty, with a very 
SODLQDQGQRWDVHQVLEOHIDFH¶SUHVHQWVWKHXQVXFFHVVIXODOWHUQDWLYHWRKHU\RXQJHUVLVWHU
Lucy, µDFRQVLGHUDEOHEHDXW\¶+HUGHVLUHWRJHQHUDWHJRVVLSDERXWKHUVHOIVKRZVDZLVKWR
align herself with Lucy and the Dashwoods and deny her very different situation. µMiss 
6WHHOHZDQWHGRQO\WREHWHD]HGDERXW'U'DYLHVWREHSHUIHFWO\KDSS\¶KRZHYHUVKe is most 
RIWHQGHQLHGµUDLOOHU\RQWKHVXEMHFW¶EHLQJOHIWµWREHVWRZ>LW@RQKHUVHOI¶She wants to show 
that she is still part of the conversation regarding young women and their romantic prospects. 
+HUUHOHQWOHVVGLVFXVVLRQRIµVPDUWEHDX[¶HYLGHQFHVin her desperation a lack of regard for 
social decorum that even her sister derides and seeks to quell: µµ/RUG$QQH¶ cried her sister, 
µ\RXFDQWDONRIQRWKLQJEXWEHDX[¶¶.20 Amanda Vickery explains that it was improper for 
JHQWHHOZRPHQWREHVHHQWREHFRXUWLQJRIIHUVWKH\RQO\KDGWKHµULJKWWRUHIXVH¶:LWKKHU
WDOHVRIPXOWLSOHPHQDQGVSHFLILFLQWHUHVWLQWKHLUµVPDUW¶DSSHDUDQFHV0LVV6WHHOHLVDORQJ
ZD\IURPµ>G@HPXUHUHWLFHQFH¶21 She affects an almost libertine attitude that shows she has 
decided, with little choice, to take her marital ± and so sexual ± destiny into her own hands. 
+HUREVHVVLRQZLWKPHQ¶VORRNVVKRZVDSULYLOHJLQJRIWKHERG\WKDWHFKRHVWKDWRI0Drianne 
discussed in Chapter 2. With marriage the only permissible path to acting on female 
sexuality,22 there is a looming anxiety that her desire will never find a legitimate outlet. 
Tellingly, despite being recurrent throughout and having long portions of dialogue in the 
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novel, Anne is invisible at the close of Sense and Sensibility which is primarily concerned 
with marriage. An irritant to the heroines and other characters alike, her ongoing status as a 
µUHGXQGDQWZRPDQ¶LVFHPHQWHGE\WKHHQGLQJ¶VVLOHQFe.23 
Far more self-FRQVFLRXVO\WKDQHYHQ0LVV6WHHOH(OL]DEHWK(OOLRWDWWKHDJHRIµQLQH-
and-WZHQW\¶LVVDLGWREHDSSURDFKLQJµWKH\HDUVRIGDQJHU¶LQPersuasion. Though like Miss 
Bingley she is for much of the novel portrayed in a villainous light, the opening of the novel 
goes to great lengths to elicit our sympathy for her. While her sister Anne is to be pitied for 
nearing the age at which one might be termed a spinster and for past romantic 
disappointment, both of these misfortunes apply to a greater degree to Elizabeth. Austen 
HPSKDVLVHVKRZPXFKKHUDJHZHLJKVXSRQKHUPLQGZLWKWKHUHSHWLWLRQRIµWKLUWHHQ¶WKH
number of years Elizabeth has dealt with the exposure of being the unwed female head of the 
household. Though her proposed marriage to Mr Elliot was to be one of convenience, she 
ZDVKXUWE\WKHUHMHFWLRQEHFDXVHVKHµKDGOLNHGWKHPDQIRUKLPVHOI¶ :LWKµno habits of 
XWLOLW\DEURDGQRWDOHQWVRUDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVIRUKRPH¶VKHQRZH[LVWVLQDQH[FUXFLDWLQJ
state of increasing dejection and fixDWHVRQKHUVROHRSWLRQRIµEHLQJSURSHUO\VROLFLWHGE\
baronet-EORRG¶24 &RPLQJEHIRUHWKHQDUUDWRU¶VDWWHQWLRQVVKLIWWRWKHKHURLQHWKHGHWDLOLQJRI
(OL]DEHWK¶VKLVWRU\DQGPLQG-set serves as an explanation for her characteristic meanness 
throughout the novel.25 Perhaps most revealing about Elizabeth is her interaction with her 
IDWKHU¶VµERRNRIERRNV¶S)RU6LU:DOWHUWKH%DURQHWDJHLVWKHSODFHKHH[SHFWVWR
record a union through which Elizabeth will uphold family reputation and secure its financial 
future. Contending with this lifelong expectation and an awareness of her age (about which 
her father seems to have forgotten), Elizabeth is repelled by a book that suggests that without 
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marrying her life as a woman is incomplete. Mentioned as one of DOLVWRIµLVVXH>V@¶RQO\DV
µ(OL]DEHWKERUQ-XQH¶SLQEHLQJDVLQJOHZRPDQVKHGRHVQRWZDUUDQWDQ
individual entry, or even a full name. Without marrying, she will be left in relative anonymity 
DVRQHRIDVXFFHVVLRQRIµ0DU\VDQG(OL]DEHWKV¶SDOOEXWHUDVHGIURPKHUIDPLO\¶V
history. 
While the social unease of these characters owing to their single status is palpable, it 
is in fact the married Mrs Bennet who reveals the most about the critical yet fraught nature of 
DZRPDQ¶VVHDUFK for a husband. Despite being married with children and so having 
ostensibly fulfilled the requisite aims of the domestic ideal, marriage still occupies all of Mrs 
%HQQHW¶VWLPHDQGWKRXJKWV0DUULDJHVKHVKRZVLVQRWDSUREOHPWKDWGLVDSSHDUVIRU
women. With a string of daughters all threatened with financial ruin and dispossession, her 
problem has in fact increased fivefold. Mrs Bennet is caught in the trap of knowing the 
difficult circumstances of an unmarried woman, and yet under the authority of her husband 
being inhibited in her ability to act on this understanding. As Jill Heydt-6WHYHQVRQQRWHVµ0UV
%HQQHWLVWKHRQO\FKDUDFWHUµZLWKWKHVOLJKWHVWQRWLRQRIWKHVKHHUGHVSHUDWLRQRIWKHZRUOG¶¶
7KHGXDOZHLJKWRIWKHNQRZOHGJHRIKHUGDXJKWHUV¶QHHG to secure good husbands and the 
constraint under which she must operate manifests in inappropriate manic behaviour and 
LQFDSDFLWDWLQJILWVRIµQHUYHV¶S26 &ULWLFVVWUXJJOHZLWKZKDWWKH\VHHDV$XVWHQ¶VHYLGHQW
disdain towards Mrs Bennet and yet apparent mirroring of her behaviour through narratives 
similarly concerned with matchmaking.27 However, as with Elizabeth and others, Austen 
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paints a psychological picture that sympathetically illustrates why Mrs Bennet behaves as she 
does.  
Mr. Bennet was so odd a mixture of quick parts, sarcastic humour, reserve, and 
caprice, that the experience of three and twenty years had been insufficient to make 
his wife understand his character. Her mind was less difficult to develope. She was a 
woman of mean understanding, little information, and uncertain temper. When she 
was discontented she fancied herself nervous. The business of her life was to get her 
GDXJKWHUVPDUULHG>«@S 
Compared to Mr Bennet, his wife is described in relatively simple terms. With a poor 
education and a myopic concern with marriage driven by a desire to preserve her daughters 
and herself, she represents plainly the situation of the married middle-class woman. Reduced 
to this unlikeable role of acting according to a necessary monomania for marriage she 
exposes this female burden. Most often in the novel, it is simply because Mrs Bennet dares to 
speak and acts so openly to avoid the danger of a bad marriage or spinsterhood that she is 
maligned and mocked. Mrs Bennet, Austen suggests, requires our sympathy; laughter is to be 
directed instead at the ridiculousness of the dictates of the marriage marketplace that she is 
forced repeatedly to navigate.  
Whilst Mrs Bennet embodies this absolute drive towards marriage for women, she 
also showcases the abject dissatisfaction marriage can bring. Sympathy has not traditionally 
gone the way of Mrs Bennet in observations regarding her marriage. In the Critical Review in 
1813, the anonymous reviewer appears to sympathise with Mr Bennet who has married one 
RIDFKRUXVRIµ>P@DQ\>«@VLOO\ZRPHQ¶LQPride and Prejudice DQGDVDUHVXOWIHHOVµWKHLOO
HIIHFWVRIDQXQHTXDOPDUULDJH¶+DYLQJWRVXIIHUORVLQJ
DOOUHDODIIHFWLRQFRQILGHQFHDQG
UHVSHFW>«@WRZDUGVKLVZLIH¶KHJUDFLRXVO\µFRQWULYHVQRWWREHRXW of temper with [her] 
IROOLHV¶28 Likewise implicitly taking the side of Mr Bennet, Julia Kavanagh announces 
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GDPQLQJO\µ>I@RROLVK0UV%HQQHWZDVERUQDQGIRROLVKVKHZLOOGLH¶29 While criticism of 
Austen has moved on since these early reviews, the characterisation of Mrs Bennet seems 
ODUJHO\UHVLVWDQWWRSURJUHVVZLWK0DULO\Q%XWOHUVLPLODUO\GHFODULQJKHUWREHµIRROLVK¶30 and 
&ODXGLD-RKQVRQGLVPLVVLQJKHUDVµOXGLFURXV¶31 Uncomfortably, all of these comments on 
some level express contempt towards Mrs Bennet owing to her lack of intellect. The Bennets 
are a paradigmatic couple in terms of the gendered division of knowledge with which, as I 
showed earlier in the thesis, Austen was much concerned. It is Mr Bennet who through 
persistent mocking and apparenWGLVLQWHUHVWLQµHQODUJLQJWKHPLQGRIKLVZLIH¶PDNHV0UV
%HQQHWDSSHDUVRODXJKDEOHRULQGHHGµIRROLVK¶([DJJHUDWLQJWKHLULQWHOOHFWXDOGLIIHUHQFHKH




Though he acts as though he is punishing Mrs Bennet for their shared discontent, it 




Bennet valued Mrs Bennet only for her looks, then ceased to value her when her appearance 
was no longer sufficient to sustain his interest. We do not discover what Mrs Bennet had 
liked about her husband personally, if anything, presumably because it did not matter. 
$OWKRXJKZHOHDUQPRVWDERXW0U%HQQHW¶VPDULWDOUHJUHWLWLVKHWKat possesses the ability to 
escape his marriage as far as possible. Mr Bennet is able to distance himself physically and 
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SULQFLSDOHQMR\PHQWV¶S$SSDUHQWO\Neen to avoid any more decisions in this area, he 
leaves his wife to perpetuate the cycle of marriage through her daughters. Tanner argues that 
µ0UV%HQQHWLQFDSDEOHRIUHIOHFWLRQ¶LVµonly DZDUHRI>«@PDUULDJHQRWDVDPHHWLQJRIWUXH
minds but as a GLVSRVLQJRIUHGXQGDQWGDXJKWHUV¶32 Far from being redundant, her daughters 
hold the key to her future livelihood and shelter. Although caught in the frenzy of this 
desperation there are hints that Mrs Bennet, all too aware of the realities of marriage without 
a meeting of minds, has learned from her own misfortune. Being charmed by Wickham, Mr 
Collins and Bingley, but holding a grudge against Darcy for slighting Elizabeth, she has 
learnt (albeit somewhat misguidedly) to apply a degree of care regarding personality when 
choosing a partner.  
The backgrounds of the novels are rich with examples that seem to echo the warning 
WKH%HQQHWVVHWIRUWK,QWKLVVDPHQRYHO0UV+XUVWKDVµPDUULHGDPDQRI>«@IDVKLRQ¶S
µZKROLYHGRQO\WRHDWGULQNDQGSOD\DW FDUGV¶S6KHWHOOLQJO\KDVQRREMHFWLRQWR
waking him up when the party wish to play music, there is no narrated interaction between 
them in the novel, and they clearly do not wish to live independently together and extract 
themselves from the Bingley family circle. Numerous others including Sir John and Lady 
Middleton, Sir Thomas and Lady Bertram, and of course Charlotte and Mr Collins all feature 
on the spectrum of marital unhappiness or unsuitability created by Austen. The brief attention 
they are paid is not to be read as authorial disinterest or dismissiveness, but rather suggests 
the commonplace nature of such relationships.  
The most disturbing example of this kind of marriage is that of the Palmers. With Mr 
3DOPHU¶VµELDVLQIDYRXURIEHDXW\¶ OHDGLQJKLPWREHFRPHµWKHKXVEDQGRIDYHU\VLOO\
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Palmer sidelines his wife, choosing, by reading the newspaper, to escape to a world of 
political knowledge from which she is largely excluded. Rather than responding mockingly to 
his wife, or acceding to her wishes eventually, as Mr Bennet at least does, Mr Palmer prefers 
ignoring her entirely. ,QWKHIDFHRIKHUKXVEDQG¶VµVWXGLHGLQGLIIHUHQFHLQVROHQFHDQG





FRPHG\GLVSODFHVSDWULDUFKDOFRQWURORYHUZRPHQ¶VOLYHV¶,I0Us Palmer is seeking to 
unsettle and provoke her husband, her lack of success makes it difficult to accept that she 
µKROGVDFHUWDLQDXWKRULW\RYHU¶KLP33 Her nonsensical eruptions instead show her to be as the 
QRYHOVWDWHVµWKRURXJKO\JRRGQDWXUHG¶DQGµGHWHUPLQHGWREHKDSS\¶(p. 109). Suggesting that 
the Palmers might have quite a different relationship in private, for most of the novel Mrs 
Palmer, like Mrs Bennet in the early years of her marriage, is pregnant. As a rare explicitly 
pregnant character in the fiction, Mrs Palmer provides a stark comment on the female body 
and the role of sex in marriage. The materiality of the body, as I have previously shown, is 
mentally obscured for women in the years leading up to marriage through schooling in 
femininity. Upon marriage, Mrs Palmer has become, under the authority of her husband, 
abruptly all body. To him, she is a sexual body and producer of heirs (their child is notably a 
boy) but intolerable and erased as far as possible where her mind is concerned. 
As the examples of Mrs Palmer and Mrs Bennet testify marital happiness seems to 
ILJXUHOLWWOHLQWKHGHFLVLRQWRKDYHFKLOGUHQLQ$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQ$IWHUPDUULDJHPRWKHUKRRG
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was the almost certain next step for women in fulfilling the domestic ideal.34 Though it is 
beyond the scope of this chapter to go into the issue in depth, broadly Austen presents an 
ambivalent picture of this near certainty of motherhood. Lady Middleton, on the one hand, 
finds solace and a purpose in caring for her children. Embarrassed by WKHµERLVWHURXVPLUWK¶
RI6LU-RKQDQGILQGLQJQRSOHDVXUHLQWKHFRPSDQ\RIRWKHUDGXOWVVKHLVµURXVHGWR
HQMR\PHQWRQO\E\WKHHQWUDQFHRIKHUIRXUQRLV\FKLOGUHQ¶S0DU\0XVJURYHLVRIWKH
opposite view and pays the full price of unsuitable female destiny in being in an 
unsatisfactory marriage and having a complete disinterest in parenthood. Mary Margaret 
%HQVRQDUJXHVWKDW$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOVJHDUWKHLUFHQWUDOFKDUDFWHUVWRZDUGVKDSS\PDUULDJHVDQG
motherhood, preparing them throughout to go on to FRUUHFWWKHLUSDUHQWV¶PLVWDNHV35 Yet the 
ILFWLRQSUHVHQWVDYLHZRIPDWHUQLW\WKDWLVIDUPRUHFRPSOH[WKDQ%HQVRQ¶VFODLP7KH
UHDFWLRQVRIWKH'DVKZRRGVLVWHUVWRZDUGV/DG\0LGGOHWRQ¶VFKLOGUHQIRULQVWDQFHVXJJHVW
the feelings shown by Mary might exWHQGIXUWKHUDILHOG%\QRPHDQVDVµGLVWUDFWHGO\IRQGRI
FKLOGUHQ¶DVWKH6WHHOHVDSSDUHQWO\DUH(OLQRUFRQIHVVHVWKDWVKHµnever think[s] of tame and 
TXLHWFKLOGUHQZLWKDQ\DEKRUUHQFH¶(p. 118). )XUWKHUPRUH(PPD¶VLQLWLDOGHVLUHQRWWRPDUU\
precludes the possibility of having any legitimate children and implies a similar disinclination 
WRZDUGVPRWKHUKRRG8QGRXEWHGO\WKHWURSHRISUREOHPDWLFDOO\DEVHQWPRWKHUVLQ$XVWHQ¶V
fiction, as noted by Benson and others,36 suggests that Austen places great value on the role 
of the mother. But the examples of bad mothers, or women such as Mrs Price or Mrs Morland 
unable to cope with an abundance of offspring, suggests prescribed motherhood was 
XQVXLWDEOHDVDXQLYHUVDOPRGHOIRUZRPHQ¶VOLYHV 
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Illness acts as an index of personal crisis in the novels relating to the narrowness of 
this expected fate for women to become a wife and mother. In varied forms, illness besets 
unmarried women. This sickly Anne De Bourgh, for example, faces the responsibility as 
Lady CathHULQH¶VRQO\FKLOGRIFRQWLQXLQJIDPLO\OLQHDJH0RUHRYHUWKHVSLQVWHU0LVV%DWHV
in her nervous garrulity and Jane Fairfax, uncertain about her future, also present signs of 
illness. These characters are united with married women such as the constantly-afflicted 
Mary Musgrove, the nerve-stricken Mrs Bennet and the near-hysterical Mrs Palmer all of 
whom believe themselves to be or could be perceived as unwell. As much as the latter group 
especially might be viewed merely as humorous, in confronting readers with the notion of 
illness Austen forces us not to dismiss them. Of these characters, those who do appear to be 
physically ill, such as Jane or Anne, seem to manifest internally the strains of an uncertain 
future in which they are at risk of not marrying and so falling outside of the domestic ideal. 
)RU$XVWHQ¶VPDUULHGZRPHQWKHDXWKHQWLFLW\RIWKHLULOOQHVVHVDUHKRZHYHUOHVVFOHDU
Nervous disorders, of which Mrs Bennet complains explicitly, but the symptoms of which are 
also characteristic of Mary Musgrove,37 were seen in their nature to be ambiguous. These 
GLVRUGHUVZHUHYLHZHGDVµµIXQFWLRQDO¶FRQGLWLRQVDWHUPZKLFKLVVRPHWLPHVXVHG>«@WR
GHVLJQDWHGLVRUGHUVZKLFKKDYHEHKDYLRXUDODQGWKHUHIRUHµUHDO¶V\PSWRPVEXWIRUZKLFKQR
organic cause can be discRYHUHG¶5HJDUGLQJWKHYHUDFLW\RIDQHUYRXVSDWLHQW¶VLOOQHVV
Wiltshire makes the point about Mr Woodhouse that if his nervous symptoms are imagined, 
he suffers from extreme hypochondria and so would be diagnosed today as mentally ill.38 
While we have to be careful using modern diagnoses, this manner of perceiving Mr 
Woodhouse is nonetheless useful. Whether these characters are genuinely ill or not, they are 
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imagined or real, can invariably be traced to the limits imposed upon them in terms of 
acceptable life choices. Austen uses the trope of vague real/unreal illnesses repeatedly to 
signal in the clearest way possible that so often the selfhood of women is endangered by 
culture. 
Ultimately for Austen, illness is used to signal women experiencing a crisis of 




VDOYDWLRQDOIHPLQLQLW\¶)RU$XVWHQVKHVXJJHVWVµLGHntity [that] is already complete, but 
IRUJRWWHQ¶LVIRXQGLQPDUULDJH39 As I explored in Chapter 2, several heroines do indeed 
experience various forms of rediscovery or reassessment of self in the novels. Yet what 
Austen makes clear is that marriage does not hold the key to self-knowledge and instead can 
have a halting or even retrograde effect upon female development. In the majority of 
instances the relationship between marriage and identity is far more akin to the formula 
attributed to Wollstonecraft. If even the idea of matrimony is harmful to the self, leaving 
Elizabeth Elliot bereft and Miss Bates in an eternity of paranoid inutility, the reality is often 
far worse. Looking at already-married characters we see that rather than marriage being a 
step towards self-realisation, in taking on the feminine roles that come with marriage women 
are often prevented from ever finding their true identities. As their relative simplicity and 
nonsensical behaviour indicates, characters such as Mary Musgrove, Mrs Bennet and Mrs 
Palmer are caught in stages of personal non-development. Let down by the promise of the 
domestic ideal they are unhappy wives and dissatisfied as mothers; they have not fulfilled 
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their potential as individuals in these roles as culture taught them to expect. Though we might 
laugh at the absurdities of Mary Musgrove or Mrs Bennet, those laughs, we are shown, ought 
WREHDVKROORZDV0UV3DOPHU¶VUXHIXOHUXSWLRQV 
µ>%@RUQWREHDKHURLQH¶"5HWKLQNLQJWKHKHURLQHVDQGPDUULDJH 
So far in this chapter I have shown that, in order fully to understand their purpose in the 
QRYHOPDQ\RI$XVWHQ¶VVHFRQGDU\IHPDOHFKDUDFWHUVUHTXLUHDV\PSDWKHWLFUHDVVHVVPHQWLQ
OLJKWRIVRFLDOSUHVVXUHWRPDUU\,QYLHZRIWKHVHFKDUDFWHUV¶VWRULHVDQGZKDWWKH\UHYHDO
about marriage the heroines also need to be readdressed. Though critics have acknowledged 
WKHXQKDSS\SRUWUDLWVRIPDUULDJHLQWKHILFWLRQ¶VEDFNJURXQGUDUHO\GRWKH\VHHPWRPDNH
WKHFRQQHFWLRQEHWZHHQWKHVHDQGWKHKHURLQHV¶OLYHV40 The female characters I have been 
examining are not simply decorative backdrops to the heroines, they provide important 
context: a showcase of female experience against which we need to view the central 
protagonists. Austen offers her strongest hints towards the connections we should make in the 
suggestive pre-narrative histories of Mrs Bennet and Lady Bertram. Mrs Bennet, I have 
already shown, was in her youth valued and then married by Mr Bennet simply for her looks. 
In providing at the start of Pride and Prejudice an excerpt oIWKHFRXSOH¶VFRQYHUVDWLRQLQ
which Mrs Bennet is ignored and misunderstood, Austen asks us to bear in mind this model 
of a relationship in reading the novel. Mansfield Park too begins by giving details about the 
PDUULDJHRIWKHQRYHO¶VNH\PDWULDUFK$OWhough ostensibly not a novel quite as fixated with 
the marriage market as Pride and Prejudice, we are granted a brief history of Lady Bertram 
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Lady Bertram, formerly 
 Miss Maria Ward, of Huntingdon, with only seven thousand pounds, had the good 
luck to captivate Sir Thomas Bertram, of Mansfield Park, in the county of 
1RUWKDPSWRQDQGWREHWKHUHE\UDLVHGWRWKHUDQNRIDEDURQHW¶VODG\ZLWKDOOWKH
comforts and consequences of an handsome house and large income.41 
Introduced with a story with which we might compare that of Elizabeth Bennet, or Catherine 
Morland, Lady Bertram like all the women in the fiction was once a potential heroine. Her 
married life in which she finds sole comfort from her pet pug and from which by and large 
VKHKDVFKRVHQPHQWDOO\WRDEVHQWKHUVHOILVDIDWHZKLFKFRXOGEHIDOODQ\RI$XVWHQ¶VFHQWUDO
young women. 
If we are to take the lives of Mrs Bennet and Lady Bertram as pre-existing heroine 
trajectories this bears worrying implications for the main protagonists of the fiction. 
Alongside showing us these foreboding examples, Austen offers us further hints of the 
difficulties her heroines might face by rendering each of them uniquely ineligible for 
marriage. For more than purposes of dramatic tension the novel plots all hinge around the risk 
that their heroines will not be wed. Not only might marriage not be suitable for some of these 
women the author suggests, but owing to various narrative obstacles it could be impossible to 
achieve. As a result each of the heroines lives in a state of heightened female danger 
throughout the novels. While a future as a wife might be undesirable or difficult to attain, it 
was the only social identity which for genteel women was culturally viable. As I explore by 
revisiting each heroine this constant state of marital uncertainty is used to create the narrative 
FRQGLWLRQVIRUWKHDXWKRU¶VFULWLTXHRIDFRPSXOVRU\SDWKWRZDUGVWKHGRPHVWLFLGHDO 
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In terms of their personalities, Fanny and Elinor are perhaps the most suited of the 
heroines for marriage, but Austen nevertheless places them in situations in which achieving 
this state seems unlikely. Each of these women has decided upon one particular suitor from 
very early in the novel and it is implied, or shown in the case of Fanny and Henry Crawford, 
ZRXOGUHIXVHWRPDUU\DQ\RQHHOVH<HWWKHREMHFWVRIWKHVHKHURLQHV¶URPDQWLFLQWHUHVW
Edmund and Edward, want to marry or are engaged to other women respectively. Adding 
further difficulty, Fanny and Elinor are characterised socially by a level of reserve that means 
their desire is not explicitly registered. While Elinor only tentatively admits to her sister that 
VKHµJUHDWO\HVWHHP>V@¶S(GZDUG)DQQ\LVHntirely consumed by silence in Mansfield 
Park. They are, furthermore, deemed ineligible romantically owing to their family 
connections to Edmund and Edward. For Fanny this link is more intimate with her being 
viewed as a sister to Edmund for all but a few pages of the novel. Elinor lives temporarily 
ZLWK(GZDUGDQGKLVVLVWHU(OLQRU¶VVLVWHU-in-law) Fanny Dashwood who notices the 
DWWUDFWLRQEHWZHHQWKHSDLUDQGDFWVWRTXDVKLW6KHXQVXEWO\UHPLQGV(OLQRU¶VPRWKHUµRI
Mrs. Ferrars's resolution that both her sons should marry well, and of the danger attending 
any young woman who attempted to draw [Edward] in¶S(OLQRULVXQGHVLUDEOHDVD
wife owing to her recent decline in fortune upon losing her father and his inheritance. Fanny 
likewise is a non-option as far as Edmund is concerned because of her position much further 
down the socio-economic scale.42 But the main tragedy in the threat of non-marriage for both 
Elinor and Fanny is that they each (aside perhaps from EliQRU¶VLPSOLHGGLVWDVWHIRUFhildren) 
operate in line with domestic ideology and appear primed for married life. If a heroine is a 
ZRPDQGHVWLQHGIRUPDUULDJHDQGWKHIXOILOPHQWRIWKHGRPHVWLFLGHDOWKH\DUHHDFKµERUQWR
EH¶RQH 
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Though, like Fanny or Elinor, Anne Elliot seems particularly formed for the domestic 
ideal,43 she and Emma Woodhouse are each placed in unique positions early in their 
narratives that establish the unlikelihood of their marrying. Emma is the mistress of an estate 
and professes openly that she does not want to marry. The controlling manipulations of her 
valetudinarian father aside, her class and being the sole woman of the house permits her a 
degree of social power unable to be wielded by the other protagonists. As we have seen, she 
even mimics the role of an already-married woman such as Mrs Jennings or Mrs Bennet in 
matchmaking. Although Austen establishes that marriage is both financially and personally 
unnecessary for Emma, pressures of gender overpower the freedom of class and her own 
innate progressiveness. Whilst continuing matchmaking, she is drawn reluctantly into own 
romantic arc and into thinking for a time that she may be in love with Frank Churchill. She 






post-marriage proposal, and so it follows post-life as heroine. Austen emphasises her 
unlikely-heroine status by making her initially a background character until being brought 
psychologically to fore from CKDSWHURQZDUGV+HUIDPLO\¶VILQDQFLDOWURXEOHVZKHQ
WHDPHGZLWKKHUROGHUVLVWHU¶VIHDUVDQGKRSHlessness in terms of finding a husband, mean 
$QQH¶VZLWKGUDZDOIURPWKHPDUULDJHPDUNHWLVDQDFXWHSRLQWRIWHQVLRQLQPersuasion. 








Most radically of all, the personalities of Elizabeth, Catherine and Marianne render 
them predisposed to resist the role of the ideal wife under domestic ideology. They each, as 
discussed in Chapter 2, embrace the life of the body in a way that was decidedly unfeminine. 
Refusing to repress their physicality in line with female conditioning, all three women enjoy 
exercise and freedom of movement to the point of rebellion. The most actively resistant to 
PDUULDJHLV(OL]DEHWKZKRDV$UPVWURQJZULWHVLVLQµGLUHFWYLRODWLRQRIWKHIHPDOHLGHDO¶44 
Over the course of Pride and Prejudice, she rejects two proposals, more than any other 
heroine. She makes these refusals in spite of the desperation of female circumstance in the 
QRYHORZLQJWRWKHHQWDLOPHQWRIKHUIDPLO\¶VHVWDWH:LWK-DQH¶VGLVDSSRLQWPHQWE\%LQJOH\
only reversed towards the end, the situation for the Bennet women hangs in the balance 
throughout the novel. Catherine like Elizabeth is unsuited to a life confined within the bounds 
RIWKHGRPHVWLFLGHDO,QDGGLWLRQWRKHUIRQGQHVVIRUWKHRXWGRRUVDQGµGDQJHURXV¶UHDGLQJ
she lacks the traditional conduct-book allurements required to attract a suitor. While 
Catherine does ultimately follow somewhat the course of a heroine, Marianne takes a less 
conventional route to marriage. Resisting the restraints of culture, she threatens her reputation 
through possible sexual indiscretion and is determined throughout to marry an unsuitable 
partner. In their unwitting (Catherine) or wilful (Marianne and Elizabeth) resistance, these 
heroines appear the most unlikely to fulfil the typical fate of the middle-class woman. 
However in being from some the most precariously-VLWXDWHGRIWKHILFWLRQ¶VFHQWUDOIDPLOLHV
they are also the heroines most in need of successful marriages. By creating rebellious 
heroines, therefore, Austen exposes the stakes of marriage at their most heightened. But with 
their evident independence of mind and love of freedom, these characters also have the most 
DWULVNSHUVRQDOO\LQPDUU\LQJDV0DULDQQH¶VVWLIOLQJRIVHOIKRRGHYHQWXDOO\VKRZV 
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 µ,TXLWVXFK odious subjects DVVRRQDV,FDQ¶$XVWHQ¶V µKDSS\¶HQGLQJV 
Having made the case early in each novel for the unlikelihood of her heroines entering 
married life, Austen nevertheless gears her narratives unrelentingly towards romantic unions. 
By ending all of her novels with a hurried notice that her heroine is to be wed in spite of all of 
the examples of why marriage might be difficult to achieve, unsuitable, or cause unhappiness, 
$XVWHQHVWDEOLVKHVDQRGGLQHYLWDELOLW\RIPDUULDJH+RZ$XVWHQ¶VHQGLQJVDUHUHDGDVZH
have seen, has come to define how her gender politics are perceived more broadly. My 
FRQWHQWLRQLVWKDWHQGLQJVDUHWKHFOHDUHVWVLJQVLQ$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOVWKDWVKHLVQRW
conservative, or seriously promoting the progress mapped out by her courtship plots for 
women. Rather, Austen repurposes the courtship plot to expose the issues with marriage 
being the only desirable destination for women. With a sardonic narrative voice regularly 
presiding over the final pages of the novels, her endings serve retroactively to set the tone for 
which marriage as a product of the domestic ideal should be read throughout her fiction. 
7KHUROHRI$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOHQGLQJVLVWRKHOSXVXQGHUVWDQGWKHQDUURZQHVVRIPLGGOH-
class female destiny. Austen shows us that if she is to leave her heroines in relative 
contentment and security, marriage is as unavoidable as ending her novel. What is more, as 
her disinterest in the lives of her central protagonists beyond marriage suggests, marriage is 
in effect itself an ending. Women have made their most major decision and determined their 
lot in life; there is little further room, unfortunate characters like Mrs Bennet and Mrs Palmer 
show, for development or progress. In ZKDW)UDQN.HUPRGHFDOOVKHUµDQWL-QRYHOV¶$XVWHQ
reimagines the convention of ending a domestic novel with marriage.45 The self-conscious 
literariness of her endings makes clear her engagement with the paradigms for concluding 
courtship plots established by her forerunners and contemporaries in fiction. While Austen 
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accepts the narrative arc popularised by Richardson, she draws more upon the brevity and 
detachment of Burney and, though ending differently, the treatment of marriage in the radical 
novels of Wollstonecraft and Hays. But her endings bear most in common with the parodic 
RYHUWFRQWULYDQFHRI(GJHZRUWK¶VPDQQHURIHQding in Belinda. By examining the closing 
moments of Northanger Abbey and Mansfield Park, I will elucidate the unique manner in 
which Austen uses her endings to crystallise the messages regarding female fate she has 
subtly interwoven throughout the body of her novels. 
$XVWHQ¶VGHFLVLRQWRHQGHDFKRIKHUQRYHOVLQPDUULDJHZDVRIFRXUVHQRWQHZEXW
UHIOHFWHGWKHHVWDEOLVKHGWUDMHFWRU\RIWKHGRPHVWLFQRYHO5LFKDUGVRQ¶VPamela sets out the 
conventional narrative journey often associated with Austen in whicKD\RXQJZRPDQ¶V
EHKDYLRXULVXOWLPDWHO\µUHZDUGHG¶ZLWKPDUULDJH6HWWLQJKLPDSDUWLQWKHPDLQIURPKLV
successors including Frances Burney, Edgeworth and Austen, he dedicates the final quarter of 
Pamela WRGLVFORVLQJWKHHDUO\VWDJHVRIKLVKHURLQH¶VParried life. The newly-married Pamela 
has to contend with the non-acceptance of her sister-in-law, Lady Davers, and the discovery 
RIKHUKXVEDQG¶VLOOHJLWLPDWHGDXJKWHU5LFKDUGVRQLQFOXGHVWKLVQHFHVVDU\DGMXVWPHQWSHULRG
in order to make the ending in which he establishes them as a pattern married couple whose 
KDSSLQHVVH[WHQGVORQJLQWRWKHIXWXUHDVEHOLHYDEOHDVSRVVLEOH:KHQ3DPHOD¶VOHWWHUVHQG
WKHHGLWRUVWHSVLQWRLQIRUPXVWKDWWKHLUSHUIHFWLRQZDVVXFKWKDWµWKH\FKDUP¶GHYHU\RQH
within the Circle of their Acquaintance, by the Sweetness of their Manners, the regular Order 
and Oeconomy of their Household; by their cheerful Hospitality, and by diffusive Charity to 
DOOZRUWK\2EMHFWV¶46 Setting a precedent for the neat happy endings Austen parodies, 
marriage, Richardson implies, is a state through which all difficulties dissolve.  
                                                          
46





While Burney makes repeated use of this Richardsonian framework, her novels as 
Perry indicates are unfashionably more concerned with the biological family than with 
marrLDJH:LWKWKHKHUR¶VURPDQWLFLQWHUHVWUHJLVWHUHGUHODWLYHO\HDUO\RQWKHGUDPDWLFWHQVLRQ
in her plots usually revolves around family ties rather than marriage. In Evelina (1778), the 
final chapters focus on achieving a father-daughter reunion and show little interest in the 
KHURLQH¶VZHGGLQJ,QKHUODVWEULHIOHWWHUWR9LOODUVVKHDQQRXQFHVWKDWµWKHIDWHRI\RXU
(YHOLQDLVGHFLGHG¶EHIRUHGHVFULELQJWKHHYHQWRIWKHPDUULDJHLQRQO\RQHVHQWHQFH47 The 
wedding is there seemingly because it is accepted as a female ending; all we need to know of 
(YHOLQD¶VIXWXUHLVWKDWVKHLVPDUULHG:KLOH%XUQH\¶VHQGLQJVHQDFWDGXDOSODFHPHQWRIWKH
heroine in the patriarchal institutions of marriage and the biological family, her novels are far 
from a straightforward endorsement of the gendered status quo. As numerous scholars 
elucidate, and as I discussed in previous chapters, in using the theme of female illegitimacy 
especially the novels problematise increasingly the patriarchal fabric of society.48 Having 
followeGWKHKHURLQH¶VGRRPHGVWUXJJOHWRH[LVWLQGHSHQGHQWO\%XUQH\¶VEUHYLW\LQ
concluding, while not deploying the overt tools of satire as Austen or Edgeworth do, reveals 
her marriage-endings to be at best reluctant pragmatism. 
 Radical female writers such as Mary Hays and Wollstonecraft defied the trend 
established by authors like Richardson and Burney of ending novels in marriage. As Jennifer 
Golightly elucidates: 
While many female novels of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries thus close 
with the heroines either trembling on the brink of matrimony or entering upon newlywed 
bliss, in the female radical novels, the opposite is true. The radical heroines marry early in 
the novel and frequently become mothers before the narrative concludes. It is the 
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consequences, not the hopes, of marriage that the female radical novels explore 
throughout the bulk of the narrative. 
By depicting married life, and its eventual failure, radical authors sought to show that it was 
not realistic for men and women to achieve a relationship on the equal terms they desired. 
Patriarchal laws that governed marriage, sexuality, parental rights, and property would 
always favour men and lead to the oppressive treatment of women.49 ,Q:ROOVWRQHFUDIW¶V The 
Wrongs of Woman; or, Maria (1798), for example, the heroine is married before the start of 
WKHQRYHODQGWKHVWRU\GHWDLOVWKHUHVXOWVRIKHUKXVEDQG¶VFUXHOH[HUWLRQRISRZHURYHUKHU
7RZDUGVWKHHQGRI+D\V¶Memoirs of Emma Courtney (1796), Emma, Golightly writes, 
µVXUUHQGHU>V@KHUURPDQWLFVHQVLELOLWLHVIRUDPRUHµVHQVLEOH¶PDUULDJHFKRLFH²the type of 
VHFXUHSUXGHQWFKRLFH-DQH$XVWHQZRXOGSURPRWH¶%XWDUDWLRQDOPDUULDJHµEULQJV(PPD
QRWKLQJEXWKDUP¶DQG+D\VGHWDLOVWKHGLUHFRQVHTXHQFHVRIWKLVFKRLFHLQWKHILQDOSart of 
the novel.50 Though ending on the cusp of marriage rather than with its outcomes, Austen like 
Hays is far from promoting prudence in marital choices over feeling. As discussed earlier in 
the thesis, Austen implies a devastating surrender of selfhood in the illness-based rational 
marriages of passionate characters such as Marianne and Louisa Musgrove. Albeit less 
centrally than in the fiction of Hays or Wollstonecraft, as I have been showing the 




Nonetheless, it is the way in which Edgeworth ends her novel Belinda that most 
resembles the strategies used by Austen in her conclusions. Stepping into the role of author, 
Lady Delacour quite literally stages the ending by directing characters to move into positions 
                                                          
49
 Golightly, pp. 87, 2-3. 
50





representative of their resolved relationships. In a departure from earlier writers such as 
Richardson, Edgeworth reminds the reader that what they are reading is fictional and in doing 
VRSURYLGHVµDFULWLTXHRIFRQYHQWLRQDOQRYHOHQGLQJV¶LQZKLFK\RXQJZRPHQDUH
conveniently married off.51 /DG\'HODFRXUHYHQLPSOLHVWKHFRQWULYHGQDWXUHRI%HOLQGD¶V
PDUULDJHE\FRPSDULQJLWWRWKDWRI3DPHODDQG0U%RQHRIILFWLRQ¶VPRVWXQOLNHO\XQLRQV
µZHKDYHDOORIXVVHHQPamela married ± let us now see Belinda in love¶52 Furthermore, 
while Clarence declares his love in the final chapter, we hear little from Belinda and it is 
hinted suggestively that she resists holding his hand. Lisa L. Moore argues that ultimately the 
µ>Q@RYHOIDLOVWRFRQWDLQLWVVXEYHUVLYHLPSOLFDWLRQV¶E\HQGLQJZLWKµDFRQYHQWLRQDO
KHWHURVH[XDOXQLRQ¶53 However the ending is, I would argue, intentionally an empty gesture; 
in a self-DZDUHIDVKLRQLWPDNHVDVKRZRILWVµIDLOXUH¶WRFRQWDLQWKHQRYHO¶VVXEYHUVLYH
content. Throughout, Belinda grants space to controversial characters such as Lady Delacour, 
Mr Vincent and Harriet Freke and tackles themes ranging from colonialism to the rights of 
women. With her take on a traditional ending, Edgeworth knowingly belies the complexity of 
her novel, especially with its all-consuming moral (which she negates by not actually giving 
one).54 Anticipating a particular Austenian concern, the forced simplicity of the marriage 
XQLRQVDQGUHXQLRQVVKHHQGVZLWKNQRZLQJO\HOLGHVWKHFRPSOLFDWHGQDWXUHRIZRPHQ¶VOLYHV
and characters.  
While perhaps not tackling the subject as overtly as Edgeworth, it is in Northanger 
Abbey that Austen creates her most obvious signs of being coerced by literary convention. 
Stating her engagement with prior and contemporary novelists right from the beginning of the 
novel, Austen opens by self-reflexively addressing the suitability or otherwise of Catherine 
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KDYHVXSSRVHGKHUERUQWREHDKHURLQH¶SZHDUHJLven both the sense of Catherine 
being coerced into this role, and of Austen in turn to write this kind of novel. Through 
&DWKHULQH$XVWHQPHUJHVLVVXHVRIJHQUHZLWKLVVXHVRIIHPDOHLGHQWLW\&DWKHULQH¶VEHLQJ
forced despite her unsuitability to follow the conventional path of the domestic novel ± from 
training in accomplishments, to entrance into society, to marriage ± is a comment on the 
genre but more importantly on the lives of women. Overt at the beginning as Catherine 
embarks on her narrative journey, these arguments resurface once more as she and the novel 
reach their endings.  
,QKHUEUHYLW\DQGLQWKHQDUUDWRU¶VGHWDFKPHQWIURPWKHHYHQWVWKDWFRPSULVHWKH
denouement, Austen creates an intentionally unsatisfying ending to Northanger Abbey. The 
first suggestion of the ironic disinterest that will dominate the final chapter comes in the 
penultimate chapter in which Henry proposes to Catherine. In what is meant to be the 
URPDQWLFFOLPD[RIWKHVWRU\$XVWHQLQIRUPVXVVLPSO\WKDWµ6KHZDVDVVXUHGRIhis 





HQGVRIHPSRZHULQJWKHUHDGHU¶VLPDJLQDWLRQEXWWR make the ending seem purposefully 
unrealistic. As with Edgeworth, Austen is simply putting characters in place and tying up 
loose plot ends because doing so is necessitated by the expectations of genre. Like her 
contemporary, she seeks to make this obligation and her disdain towards these conventions 
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evident through a self-conscious literariness. The narrator notes that while Catherine and 
Henry might have fears concerning the certainty of their marriage, readers can be certain 
RZLQJWRµWKHWHOO-tale compUHVVLRQRIWKHSDJHVEHIRUHWKHP¶,WKDVEHHQVXJJHVWHGWKDWKHUH
Austen continues her parody of the Gothic novel with a pastiche of its speedy conclusions.56 
<HWDV,ZLOOVKRZWKLVLVQRWWKHRQO\RQHRI$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOVWREHTXLFNO\QHDWO\DQG
ironicDOO\UHVROYHG,QIROORZLQJµWKHUXOHVRIFRPSRVLWLRQ¶SDV$XVWHQGRHVRSHQO\
here, mocking her own convenient coincidences as they arise, happy endings, she suggests, 
are inevitable. At the very close Austen gives a vague moral, leaving it to the reader to decide 
µZKHWKHUWKHWHQGHQF\RIWKLVZRUNEHDOWRJHWKHUWRUHFRPPHQGSDUHQWDOW\UDQQ\RUUHZDUGV
ILOLDOGLVREHGLHQFH¶S/LNH(GJHZRUWK$XVWHQXQGHUFXWVWKHPHDQLQJRIKHUZRUN
with a traditional moralistic ending. In doing so, she signals that to understand its true 
message we need to look beyond her knowing concessions to convention. 
Austen makes this ending unsatisfying in order to reflect that such endings for women 
are frequently unsatisfactory. She places the relationship between Catherine and Henry on 
XQFRPIRUWDEOHJURXQGVHDUO\RQLQWKHQRYHOZKHQLQDGLVFXVVLRQRQPDUULDJHKHVD\VµWKH
ZRPDQLVWRPDNHWKHKRPHDJUHHDEOHWRWKHPDQKHLVWRSXUYH\DQGVKHLVWRVPLOH¶S
:KLOH&DWKHULQH¶VORYHRIDFWLYLW\DQGLQWUHSLGLWy makes her unsuited to the role, Henry 
JRHVRQWRSURYHKHZDQWVOLWWOHPRUHWKDQWKLVµVPLOLQJ¶SDVVLYLW\IURPKHU$V,VKRZHGLQ
Chapter 3, he revels in his ability to showcase their relative difference in knowledge to such a 
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but if it be as new in common life, the credit of a wild imagination will at least be all my 
RZQ¶S$GGLQJWRWKHVHOHVVWKDQDXVSLFLRXVFLUFXPVWDQFHV&DWKHULQHLQPDQ\ZD\V
has changed little since the start of the novel. In a fleeting yet revealing moment, Mrs 
0RUODQGIHDUVKHUGDXJKWHUµZRXOGPDNHDVDGKHHGOHVV\RXQJKRXVH-NHHSHU¶EHIRUH
FRQVROLQJKHUVHOIZLWKWKHWKRXJKWWKDWWKHUHLVµQRWKLQJOLNHSUDFWLFH¶S:KLOH
Catherine remains unsuited to domestic life, she will be conditioned through necessity. We 
are reminded in the ending that less than a year has passed from the time Henry first meet 
Catherine and that she is 18 and he is 26. Along with the rushed nature of the conclusion, 
their ages suggest that the marriage is perhaps premature. Without the declarative moment of 
self-knowledge experienced by other heroines, Catherine risks marrying before she has fully 
GHYHORSHGDQLGHQWLW\,URQLFDOO\VXPPDULVLQJWKHLUµSHUIHFWKDSSLQHVV¶$XVWHQZULWHV 
µ+HQU\DQG&DWKHULQHZHUHPDUULHGWKHEHOOVUDQJDQGHYHU\ERG\VPLOHG¶SS-35). 
3DLQWLQJ&DWKHULQH¶VHQGLQJwith a broad brush, she replicates the broad manner in which 
society treats young women in offering them such limited choices.  
While Northanger Abbey frequently comments upon its status as a novel, in Mansfield 
Park Austen abruptly adopts a self-reflexive mode of narration near the end. In an acerbic 
DQQRXQFHPHQWLQWHQGHGWROLQJHURYHUZKDWLVWRIROORZ$XVWHQIDPRXVO\ZULWHVµ/HWRWKHU
pens dwell on guilt and misery. I quit such odious subjects as soon as I can, impatient to 
restore every body, not greatly in fault themselves, to tolerable comfort, and to have done 
ZLWKDOOWKHUHVW¶S$VZLWK(GJHZRUWKKHUFRQIHVVHGµLPSDWLHQ>FH@¶UHYHDOVKHU
dissatisfaction with conventional novel endings and the process through which she must end 
things neatly. The conclusion is not, she informs us, a triumphant celebration of marriage and 
justly resolved female destiny. Instead with an air of reluctance we are told only that her least 





thoroughly than in Belinda or Northanger Abbey Austen conducts a self-conscious 
SRVLWLRQLQJRIKHUFKDUDFWHUV,QGRLQJVRVKHGHGLFDWHVPXFKRIWKHFORVLQJFKDSWHU¶VVSDFHWR
GLVFORVLQJWKHIDWHRIWKHµIDOOHQZRPDQ¶0DULD/HDYLQJlittle space to bring together the 
hero and heroine, Austen once more fulfils the sin of authorship against which Belinda 
ZDUQVµKXUU\LQJWKLQJVWRZDUGWKHFRQFOXVLRQLQQRWDOORZLQJ time enough for that change of 
IHHOLQJ¶$JDLQZHDUHJLYHQQRGLDORJXe surrounding the proposal. In place of a scene of 
FRQIHVVLRQRIORYHZHDUHWRPDNHGRZLWKDQDUUDWHGZLVKIURP(GPXQGWKDW)DQQ\¶V µwarm 
DQGVLVWHUO\UHJDUGIRUKLPZRXOGEHIRXQGDWLRQHQRXJKIRUZHGGHGORYH¶S0DNLQJLW
clear Austen is fulfilling novelistic convention, she emphasises that no dramatic tropes will 
DULVHWREORFNWKHSDWKWRPDUULDJHµ7KHLURZQLQFOLQDWLRQVDVFHUWDLQHGWKHUHZHUHQR
GLIILFXOWLHVEHKLQGQRGUDZEDFNRISRYHUW\RUSDUHQW¶S:HDUHWROGTXLWHVLPSO\WKDW
µZhen it was quite natural that it should be so, and not a week earlier, Edmund did cease to 
care about Miss Crawford, and became as anxious to marry Fanny as Fanny herself could 
GHVLUH¶S2IFRXUVH$XVWHQWHOOLQJXVUDWKHUWKDQVKRZLQJKRZWKLVPLJht be natural 
ensures that it does not appear so.  
By making her manoeuvring apparent and so forcing reader detachment, Austen steers 
us away from reading the conclusion of Mansfield Park simply as a happy ending. The terms 
µKDSS\¶DQGµKDSSLQHVV¶UHFXULQ the final chapter to a parodic degree. Though Austen has 
ostensibly side-OLQHGµJXLOWDQGPLVHU\¶WKHVHWRSLFVDUHSUHVHQWWRDQH[WHQWWKDWMDUVZLWKWKH
pronouncements of happiness. While she does not detail the fates of women who have 
deviated from the IHPLQLQHLGHDODVIDUDVµWKHSHQV¶RI+D\VRU:ROOVWRQHFUDIWGRVKHRIIHUV
XVHQRXJKGHWDLOWRPDNHVXUHWKDWWKHFRVWVRI)DQQ\¶VDVFHQGDQF\DWWKHH[SHQVHRIWKHVH
women ± Julia, Maria, Mary, and Mrs Norris ± are clear. As with Henry and Catherine, then, 






traits of an ideal Wollstonecraftian union. Their marriage is decidedly rational, being built on 
VKDUHGUHVSHFWDQGFRPSDQLRQVKLSWKH\DUHGHVFULEHGDVWKHµWZR\RXQJIULHQGV¶UDWKHUWKDQ
DVORYHUVS<HWIDUIURPVHHLQJ)DQQ\DVKLVHTXDO(GPXQGLVµHQGHDU>HG@>E\KHU@
FODLPVRILQQRFHQFHDQGKHOSOHVVQHVV¶S:KLOH(GPXQGPXVt supress his desire for 
0DU\)DQQ\WKHVXEMHFWRI$XVWHQ¶VPRVWIXOO\-realised study of the feminine ideal, 
VHHPLQJO\UHPDLQVIUHHIURPGHVLUH6KHLVDEOHWKHUHIRUHWROLVWHQWR(GPXQG¶VORQJLQJIRU
Mary and finally accept his sisterly regard as the basis for their marriage. More than just her 
sexuality, Fanny has not realised her own identity in the manner of other heroines. While 
other characters may have to surrender an element of selfhood in agreeing to final marriages, 
Fanny did this long ago. Her narrative journey is to wait for the family to need her to the 
extent that she is fully subsumed into the household through marriage. However much her 
position is nominally elevated, she remains the servant of Mansfield Park. In turning to Sir 
Thomas at the start and end of the final chapter, Austen traces the journey of the conclusion 
WKDWKDVZRUNHGWRHQVXUH6LU7KRPDV¶VKDSSLQHVVWDNLQJKLPIURPµVXIIHU>LQJ@¶SWR
µUHMRLF>LQJ@¶S5H-enacting the work done in contemporary society by marriage as an 
LQVWLWXWLRQ$XVWHQ¶VHQGLQJLVDERXWFRQVROLGDWLQJWKHIDPLO\DVDSDWULDUFKDOXQLW 
Conclusion 
In the later eighteenth century, middle-FODVVZRPHQ¶VLGHQWLWLHVZHUHFXOWXUDOO\GHWHUPLQHG
by the domestic ideal, of which marriage is a crucial staJH$XVWHQ¶VQRYHOVKRZHYHU
underscore the difference between the full development of selfhood and fulfilling the 
requisites of the domestic ideal. The novel endings, alongside the glimpses of former 
µKHURLQHV¶ZKRDOUHDG\KDYHWKHLUHQGLQJVLQSDUWLFXOar reveal this distinction. While the 
SURWDJRQLVWVDWHDFKQRYHO¶VHQGDUHRQWKHEULQNRIVHHPLQJWULXPSKLQDFKLHYLQJDURPDQWLF





way that contradicts their brisk tone of neat reconciliation. As characters such as Mary 
Musgrove or Mrs Bennet forewarn, marriage is by no means the end of female difficulties or 
struggle. Austen implies the likelihood of future problems for the heroines owing, for 
instance, to the fact that neither Henry nor Edmund truly love Catherine and Fanny, or view 
WKHPHQWLUHO\DVHTXDOV0DUULDJHQHYHUWKHOHVVLVWKHSRLQWDWZKLFKWKHVHKHURLQHV¶IXWXUHV
DUHGHWHUPLQHGDQGVRWKHDXWKRUPDNHVLWGHFLGHGO\µWKHHQG¶7KHGHYHORSPHQWRIVHOIDs 
the troublingly suspended states of Mrs Palmer and Mrs Bennet suggest, is halted as women 
transfer from one domestic authority to another. These characters no longer have the 
possibility of where or with whom they might end up. To return to the subjects of previous 
chapters, their leisure time is now determined: forgoing, for the most part, any 
accomplishments, they must fulfil the duties of a wife as a housekeeper and eventually 
PRWKHU0DUULHGZRPHQ¶VERGLHVZLOOQRZDOVREHGHILQHGVH[XDOO\DQGPDWHUQDlly within the 
framework of the new family. Their politics, too, will implicitly mirror that of their husbands. 
Finally, their main space of orbit is, of course, now fixed to the marital home. Marriage is 
finite for women in all of these ways; it is an appropriate ending for Austen not merely 
because of convention or disinterest in depicting the married state, but to emphasise this as a 
point of no return. 
Though Austen hints constantly at the inappropriateness of the domestic ideal as a 
model, she uses the path towards it repeatedly to structure her novels in order to highlight its 
unavoidability both for her and her characters. As the anxiety of single women from Jane 
Fairfax to Elizabeth Elliot reveals, women are confronted with a failure/success dichotomy 
with regards to marriage that can be harmful to the point of illness. While Austen concedes, 
then, that marriage is realistically the best option for women, it is by no means uncritically. In 
using what is essentially the same conclusion to each of her novels, she re-enacts the way in 





female characters are vastly different individuals, they are all driven unstoppably towards the 
same fate. Her endings usually adopt a detached, more impersonal narrative perspective, 
adding a universality to her final message: she is writing not just about a single heroine, but 
about conditions for middle-class women. Creating a sense of circularity, moreover, within 
her narratives, her central characters are usually one of a long line of sisters. Alternatively, 
there are other implied background heroines on whom the central narrative could easily have 
focused, such as Jane Fairfax or Harriet in Emma. As Northanger Abbey posits from the 
outset, anyone can be a heroine as all women by and large are made to follow the same path.  
,WLV$XVWHQ¶VWRQHRIQDUUDWLRQLQWKHILQDOSDJHVRIKHUQRYHOVWKDWPRVWFOHDUO\
signals that she does not simply recreate the courtship plot in order to endorse it. Whilst the 
DXWKRU¶VGLVVDWLVIDFWLRQLVPRVWHYLGHQWLQNorthanger Abbey and Mansfield Park, her 
impatience with the joint limitations upon women and the form in which she writes is 
palpable in all of her hurried, problematic endings. At the end of each novel, Austen imposes 
a tidy ending upon her characters regardless of any issues that have been uncovered 
throughout. Narrating final reconciliatory events in a knowingly artificial manner, she 
demonstrably repurposes the trope of ending with a wedding to leave a note of lingering 
discomfort around the idea of marriage as an unquestioned destination for women. Like the 
female silence surrounding the body, or politics, marriage should be viewed as a crucial 
aspect of domestic life Austen recreates in order to expose. Furthermore, by re-treading a 
trajectory established within the field of domestic fiction in a self-referential fashion, she 
unearths the role played by the novel culturally in reinforcing boundaries and set paths for 
ZRPHQ+HUFRQFOXVLRQVLQZKLFKWKHQDUUDWRU¶VYRLFHLVVRVWURQJO\DQGVDUGRQLFDOO\SUHVHQW
are revealing afterwords. More than just exhibiting her wry comedy, they are to be taken 





regardless of what has come before, she reflects what society ± and by extension domestic 







I am fully sensible that an Historical Romance, founded on the House of Saxe 
Cobourg might be much more to the purpose of Profit or Popularity, than such 
pictures of domestic Life in Country Villages as I deal in ± but I could no more write 
D5RPDQFHWKDQDQ(SLF3RHP>«@1R± I must keep to my own style & go on in my 
own Way; And though I may never succeed again in that, I am convinced that I 
should totally fail in any other. 
  Jane Austen to James Stanier Clarke, 18161 
  
Austen was frequently clear in marking herself as an authority on domesticity in references to 
her own work in her correspondence. This declaration to James Stanier Clarke along with her 
FRPPHQWWRRQHRIKHUQLHFHVWKDWµ3 or 4 families in a Country Village is the very thing to 
ZRUNRQ¶2 have long been read as Austen conceding her work to be feminine, homely and 
unimportant. The counter-argument to this view has often been to claim that such statements 
are ironically dismissive, masking the fact that AustHQ¶VILFWLRQLVDERXWPDWWHUVIDUZHLJKWLHU
WKDQWKHKRPH,KDYHDUJXHGWKDW$XVWHQ¶VLQWHQWLRQVOLHVRPHZKHUHLQEHWZHHQWKHVH
interpretations. Careful reading of the above quotation reveals a mission statement for 
$XVWHQ¶VDXWKRUVKLSLQZKLFKVKHFRQILGently and unapologetically claims the domestic for 
her subject matter, one which she was determined, despite even the wishes of royalty, to 
SXUVXH,QWKLVOHWWHU$XVWHQVWDWHVWKDWVKHFUHDWHVµSLFWXUHVRIGRPHVWLF/LIHLQ&RXQWU\
9LOODJHV¶EXWGRHVVRVKHLQVLVWVLQKHUµRZQVW\OH¶DQGµRZQ:D\¶7KHNH\WRKHU
originality lies, we are told suggestively, not in her choice of topic but in how she addresses 
LW0\H[DPLQDWLRQRIWKHILFWLRQKDVUHYHDOHGWKDW$XVWHQ¶VµRZQ:D\¶ZDVWRXVHKHU
exactitude in FUHDWLQJµSLFWXUHVRIGRPHVWLF/LIHLQ&RXQWU\9LOODJHV¶WRFRQGXFWDQRQJRLQJ
theorisation of domesticity. As Austen envisions it, domesticity is psychologically stifling, 
designed to ensure that women in particular are forced into a mould of existence set by 
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conservative ideology. Contemporaries such as Mary Hays and Frances Burney, as we have 
VHHQDOVRFRQYH\HGVXEYHUVLYHPHVVDJHVLQWKHLUILFWLRQ+RZHYHU$XVWHQ¶VWUXHLQQRYDWLRQ
was in her fidelity to the mode of middle-class existence she sought to condemn. Using 
silence as her main weapon of critique, Austen recreates the insularity of life at home from a 
female perspective in order to showcase and challenge its harmful effects. 
Previous chapters have delineated the ways in which the novels reveal home life to be 
disadvantageous to women. In portraying its problems, Austen also theorises how 
GRPHVWLFLW\PLJKWQRWEHDZKROO\QHJDWLYHSURSRVLWLRQVXJJHVWLQJZD\VLQZKLFKZRPHQ¶V
situation might be ameliorated. While Austen is critical of female leisure pursuits and their 
role in inculcating femininity, she also makes the case for women to be able to define 
themselves as individuals through their activity. Greater freedom of activity both in terms of 
what are designated as accomplishments, and movement and exercise more generally, could 
lead to a better understanding for women of their physicality, she shows. Only in better 
understanding the body can women move closer to achieving the crucial aim in the novels of 
self-knowledge. As well as being denied understanding of their corporeality owing to cultural 
restraints, women were limited in their direct access to knowledge of the wider world. 
Documenting female exclusion from political matters, Austen shows the need for women to 
be permitted the right to become active agents in history. Alongside protesting the daily 
restraints women faced, Austen more broadly tackles the restrictive moulds into which their 
lives must fit. The physical household, for Austen, symbolises the domestic ideal to which 
they are taught to aspire. For female characters, the rearrangement of home interiors, or 
claiming spaces of their own, represents a hint of optimism and rebellion against ideological 
confinement. Catharine, in escaping to her bower, provides perhaps the most overt example 





as a perfunctory given by Austen. The novel endings reveal an embittered weariness from the 
author and the desire for women to be able to determine their own futures. 
These facets of domestic oppression studied by Austen relate to several overarching 
concerns conveyed throughout the fiction. On a personal level, Austen is troubled by the 
manner in which domestic ideology inhibits the formation of female identity. As shown in 
each chapter, strict expectations regarding behaviour, modes of thinking and life choices 
meant that women were defined according to their adherence to or defiance of femininity and 
not truly able to become individuals. Stemming from these personal restraints, women were 
on a broader level prevented from being public citizens. As Chapters 1 and 3 particularly 
highlight in terms of the limits placed on female talent and knowledge, women were not 
taught to be citizens of the world, but rather of home. Aligning herself with Wollstonecraftian 
thought, Austen suggests that in pursuing a false ideal of femininity and uniform plans for 
their lives, rather than self-knowledge and their own desires, women were ultimately 
rendered incapable of contributing at a societal level. In making these points in her novels 
Austen presents a challenge not only to ways of life for women, but also the collusion 
between the novel and domestic ideology. As with domestic life, Austen recreates in order to 
expose conventional novel tropes and their reassertion of the status quo. With her ongoing 
commentary on the novel and satiric adaptation of traditional endings, Austen signals her 
own re-imagination of the novel and a decisive break from the conventional purpose of the 
genre.  
This project has advocated for the need to recognise the subversive work done by the 
fiction in a manner that fully accounts for its silences regarding matters beyond domesticity. 
$XVWHQFDQEHERWKµWKHQRYHOLVWRIKRPH¶DQGDQRQ-conservative writer, my research shows. 






The interpretive model I present reveals silence to be a tool to recreate domestic conditions 
for women from a critical stand point. First of all, this model could be adapted and used more 
widely in exploring the complex and varied depiction of female middle-class life in the 
novels. Chapter 3 mainly drew upon Mansfield Park (1814) and the slave trade in terms of 
ZRPHQ¶VSROLWLFDOVLOHQFHEXWWKHDOPRVWDEVHQFHRIWKH1DSROHRQLFZDUVLQWKHQRYHOVLVDQ
area in which this framework could also be used profitably. The notion that the Bennet girls 
PLJKWUHODWHWRWKHZDUHQWLUHO\WKURXJKWKHLUIOLUWDWLRQZLWKWKHPLOLWLDRU$QQH(OOLRW¶V
YLHZLQJWKHFRQIOLFWHQWLUHO\WKURXJK:HQWZRUWK¶VSUHVHQFHRUDEVHQFHDUHMXVWWZRH[DPSOHV
of female removal from the war. These instances warrant further investigation as avenues 
through which Pride and Prejudice (1813) and Persuasion (1818) might be entirely 
UHLQWHUSUHWHGDVSURYLGLQJFRPPHQWDU\RQZRPHQ¶VSROLWLFDOH[FOXVLRQ 
These ideas regarding silence and the oppressiveness of conservative ideology are 
aOVRUHOHYDQWWRWKHVWXG\RIPHQLQ$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQ7KRXJKSHUKDSVQRWDVSUROLILFDOO\
norms of masculinity were reinforced and policed in conduct literature of the period and 
elsewhere. Men, like women, were governed by expectations regarding the body, behaviour 
and their role in society. Using the interpretive paradigm implemented in Chapter 2, the 
relationship between men, the body and domesticity in the novels would provide ample 
grounds for investigation. The already-mentioned examples of Harville and his belief in 
VXSHULRUPDOHVWUHQJWK6LU:DOWHU(OOLRWDQGKLVYDQLW\DQG0U:RRGKRXVH¶VLOOQHVVFRXOGEH
explored as evidence of a male disconnection between the mind and body different to, but no 
less harmful than that established amongst women. Equally, the notion of limited possibilities 
to create an identity outside of pre-determined boundaries examined in this project is relevant 
to a multitude of non-conformist male characters. Sense and Sensibility¶V(GZDUG¶V





µKRSHOHVV¶3 in the military are examples of those who fall outside of societal expectations of 
their gender and suffer as a result. Using these methods in re-visiting the novels could 
contribute both to the under-H[SORUHGWRSLFRIPDVFXOLQLW\LQ$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQDQGPRUH
broadly to the burgeoning field of study of masculinity and its relationship to domesticity in 
the long eighteenth century. 
)LQDOO\LQOLJKWRIP\DUJXPHQWV$XVWHQ¶VFRQWULEXWLRQWRWhe novel form also needs 
further interrogation. In showing that Austen writes from the position of a theorist of 
domesticity, I have demonstrated that she reinvents the novel in ways formerly not imagined. 
Austen has often been only permitted into canons of English literature in spite of her subject 
PDWWHU7KLVVWXG\KDVVKRZQWKDW$XVWHQLVµWKHQRYHOLVWRIKRPH¶EHFDXVHVKHLVDQDXWKRULW\
on the domestic, and not because it traps her and confines her mode of authorship. Her 
contribution to the form needs to be understood at a level that considers not only her 
LQQRYDWLRQVLQWHUPVRIQDUUDWLYHVW\OHEXWDOVRKHUUHLPDJLQLQJRIWKHQRYHO¶VSXUSRVH*RLQJ
EH\RQGOLWHUDU\KLVWRU\$XVWHQ¶VILFWLRQLVPRUHRYHUDQXQGHUXVHGDVVHWLQKLVWRULHVRI
domesticity. Her works are serious studies of the complex psychological impact of 
domesticity upon women and would be invaluable to future research undertaken in this field.4 
&RQWLQXLQJWRFKDOOHQJHEURDGHUFRQFHSWLRQVRI$XVWHQ¶VFRQVHUYDWLVPDQG
reinvigorate the drive fully to comprehend the fiction is especially important at this critical 
moment of celebration of the author in 2017. Just why we should value Austen so highly, 
particularly as a symbol of home and nation, is crucial to understand as she is in the process 
of being further ingrained as an institution. It is not sufficient to say, as early memoirs by 
Austen family members suggested, that Austen writes about the home because it is a topic 
                                                          
3
 Jane Austen, Persuasion (1818) (London: Penguin Books, 2011), p. 48. 
4
 0HOLVVD6RGHPDQDOVRPDNHVWKHSRLQWWKDW$XVWHQ¶VWUHDWPHQWRIWKHGRPHVWLFUHTXLUHVXVWRUH-evaluate our understanding 
RIGRPHVWLFLW\LQWKHSHULRG0HOLVVD6RGHPDQµ'RPHVWLF0RELOLW\LQPersuasion and Sanditon¶Studies in English 





continuous with her contentedly homebound nature. Nor does it do justice to her originality 
to position her within a wider literary project to define the emerging middle class through 
GRPHVWLFOLIHDV1DQF\$UPVWURQJGRHV$XVWHQ¶Vwas a uniquely probing voice in a field of 
QRYHOLVWVZULWLQJDERXWZRPHQ¶VOLYHVLQWKHKRPH+HUQRYHOVDUHLQWHUURJDWLYHKXEVLQ
which she deploys ingenious and subtle methods to expose the workings of politicised 
domesticity. It is right that we continue to view Austen as intimately connected to the home, 
but we must radically revise how we view this relationship. In the year of her bicentenary, 
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